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ABSTRACT 

On May 25 2020, George Floyd, a Black 46-year-old father of five from Houston, Texas, 

was killed by Derek Chauvin, a white police officer arresting Floyd for allegedly using a 

counterfeit $20 bill at a grocery store. His death was met with disgust and unrest, with 

protests happening on the streets and online. As has become expected in the past 

several years with any dominant online conversation, the social media accounts of 

major brands started to take part and comment. These companies’ expressions of 

corporate grief and reflection were swift, well-packaged, and on-brand. But as major 

corporate brands often benefit from economic stratification - including racial-economic 

hierarchies - these brands' substantive actions often belied their slickly-produced 

expressions of solidarity with Black Lives Matter. This project examines the brand 

statements that appeared on social media - and continue to appear on social media - in 

the wake of Floyd’s killing, probing how these statements operate to produce meaning. 

How do they function as brand messages that continue to sell? How are they structured 

and consumed? How do they allow brands to have a voice in an ongoing fight for racial 

justice while allowing those same brands to benefit from racial capitalism and injustice? 

In their words and actions, brands have demonstrated an economic imperative to 

express alignment with Black Lives Matter and those who speak out against anti-Black 

racism. And yet those words and actions mainly serve to mask their misdeeds. Through 

close readings of brand statements, analysis of the brands behind the statements, and 

an examination of the advertising tropes and trends that inform the creation of the 

statements, this project examines how these brand actions function to misdirect 

consumer attention from real world conditions and mask and deflect from the brands’ 

roles in perpetuating racial capitalism.  
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INTRODUCTION 

On May 25 2020, George Floyd, a Black 46-year-old father of five from Houston, 

Texas, was killed in Minneapolis, Minnesota by Derek Chauvin, a white police officer 

arresting Floyd for allegedly using a counterfeit $20 bill at a grocery store. The police 

officer pressed his knee into George Floyd’s neck for 8 minutes and 46 seconds until he 

was dead. Other police officers stood around, watching and helping kill a man in the 

street1. The killing and events leading up to it were documented on video and spread 

quickly online, being viewed millions of times2. The event is terrifyingly common in 

America. Physical brutality is inflicted and repeated. Black men and women - Eric 

Garner, Michael Brown, Philando Castile, Tanisha Anderson, Sandra Bland, Breona 

Taylor – are killed by the state, and the telling and retelling of those killings – in words 

and in images – enacts its own brutality on the Black population.3  

George Floyd’s death was met with disgust and unrest. Protests happened 

across the United States and throughout the world calling for racial justice and an end to 

police and state violence against Black people.4 Much of the protest rallied around 

“Black Lives Matter,” both the reality of the statement itself and the movement, founded 

                                                
1 Chauvin has been charged with second-degree murder while the other officers have been charged with 

aiding and abetting second-degree murder. Not all of the officers involved were white; Tou Thao is 
Hmong-American and J. Alexander Kueng is Black. 
2 In one analysis, Black Lives Matter-related videos including those of George Floyd’s killing were viewed 

1.4 billion in the 10 day period after his death. (https://dot.la/george-floyd-video-2646171522.html) 
3 Police killings and their spillover effects on the mental health of black Americans: a population-based, 
quasi-experimental study. https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(18)31130-
9/fulltext 
4 While the protests targeted structural and systemic racism and violence against Black people, Black 
people, Indigenous people, and People of Colour, their dominant focal point was the treatment of Black 
lives in a racist carceral system. 

https://dot.la/george-floyd-video-2646171522.html
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in 2013 following the murder of Trayvon Martin5. Black Lives Matter protests have been 

happening around the US and elsewhere since the movement’s inception, often 

following high profile killings and oppression of Black people. They have made waves in 

the physical world through the gathering and organizing of people and have relied on 

social media to inform, unite, and spread the message. Black Lives Matter is a 

movement that both relies on social media and exists on social media, with hashtags, 

images, and videos being elements that are just as dominant in the movement as 

physical marches and gatherings.  

Following George Floyd’s death, social media continued to be an important part 

of the movement and of telling Floyd’s story. People around the globe used social 

platforms to express their horror and grief and to call for justice. Use of 

#BlackLivesMatter on Twitter reached record levels in the ten days after Floyd was 

killed.6 The event and the unfolding call for change became the dominant online 

conversation for the weeks that followed. And as has become expected in the past 

several years with any dominant online conversation, the social media accounts of 

major brands started to take part. Corporate brand personas from Apple to Zappos 

released social media statements with expressions of sympathy; intentions to fight for 

change; promises of financial contribution; and brazen exploitation of tragedy. 

Brands in the pursuit of attention (an extremely valuable currency), have an 

interest in acting in a way that aligns with cultural moments. To be noticed, they have to 

                                                
5 Trayvon – a Black youth - was killed while walking home in a gated community with few Black people. 
(https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/) 
6 “As nationwide protests continue over police brutality and the death of George Floyd, the 

#BlackLivesMatter hashtag, which is often used in connection with police-related deaths of black 
Americans, has been used roughly 47.8 million times on Twitter – an average of just under 3.7 million 
times per day – from May 26 to June 7” (https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2020/06/10/blacklivesmatter-surges-on-twitter-after-george-floyds-death/) 

https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/10/blacklivesmatter-surges-on-twitter-after-george-floyds-death/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/10/blacklivesmatter-surges-on-twitter-after-george-floyds-death/
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be noteworthy. This noteworthiness is discussed in marketing science in terms of 

mental availability: how easy is it for a consumer to remember a brand? Byron Sharp 

explains that  

The more extensive and fresher the network of memory 

associations about a brand, the greater the brand's chance 

of being noticed or thought of in the variety of buying 

situations experienced by customers. Such memory 

associations also increase the chance of a brand being 

selected when multiple options are present. Therefore, 

building mental availability is about developing different 

memory links (that relate to a brand) to increase the scope of 

the brand-related network in people's memories – the 

brand's share of mind.7  

With the statements put out following Floyd’s death, new kinds of memory links are 

created. The scope of things a brand can signify for an audience expands. The 

audience that one of these brand messages reaches can now more easily associate 

Mercedes Benz (for instance) with a fight against racism.   

Since the 1970s the activities that fall under the banner of “corporate social 

responsibility” (CSR) have been crucial to a brand’s noteworthiness and continued 

growth8. In the United States the concept of CSR emerged in the 1950s as post-war 

                                                
7 Byron Sharp, How Brands Grow: What Marketers Don’t Know, Illustrated edition (Oxford ; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2010). 265. 
8 Xiaoli Nan and Kwangjun Heo, “Consumer Responses to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
Initiatives: Examining the Role of Brand-Cause Fit in Cause-Related Marketing,” Journal of Advertising 
36, no. 2 (June 22, 2007): 63–75. 
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corporations vastly expanded their capital and influence, but it came to prominence in 

the 1970s as brands announced their intentions to be environmentally sustainable and 

to make up for their extractive practices following the introduction of the Environmental 

Protection Agency9. CSR now encompasses many other causes brands feel it beneficial 

to support - climate change, LGBTQ2+ equality, AIDS prevention, and racial justice to 

name a few. Social media as an advertising and messaging platform amplified for 

brands the value of investing in the creation and reinforcement of such emotional 

messages10. Marketing research has demonstrated that “consumers tend to develop 

emotional attachments with brands” and that social media platforms are ideal spaces for 

forming those attachments due in part to the “multisensory consumption context”11 they 

create.  

The reliance on these advertising platforms has exploded in the last decade. 

Between 2010 and 2020, advertising spend on social networks by US brands increased 

from $1.7 billion to $40.34 billion12. And as the amount of advertising has increased, the 

advertising form has evolved to match audience expectations and blend into audience 

conversations. This desire to blend into the conversation can be traced back – as 

Naomi Klein has done in No Logo – to the pre-social media (almost pre-internet) 

“Marlboro Friday.” In April of 1993 Marlboro – a powerful and prestigious brand at the 

time – announced a 20% price cut to beat out generic cigarette competitors. The fact 

                                                
9 Agudelo, Jóhannsdóttir & Davídsdóttir. “A literature review of the history and evolution of corporate 
social responsibility” International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility Vol. 4, Article number: 1 
(2019) 
10 Dwivedi, Abhishek; Johnson, Lester W; Wilkie, Dean Charles; Luciana De Araujo-Gil. “Consumer 
emotional brand attachment with social media brands and social media brand equity.” European Journal 
of Marketing Vol. 53, Iss. 6,  (2019)  
11 ibid 
12 US Social Media Advertising in 2021, https://www.emarketer.com/content/us-social-media-advertising-
in-2021 
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that a powerful brand would have to risk so much to continue to thrive scared 

marketers. Advertising agencies began to loudly reassure the brand managers they 

worked with that branding and brand action was everything. At this moment 

a line was drawn in the sand between the lowly price 

slashers and the high-concept brand builders. The brand 

builders conquered and a new consumer was born: the 

products that will flourish in the future will be the ones 

presented not as “commodities” but as concepts: the brand 

as experience, as lifestyle.13 

Throughout the 90s and early 2000s the brand experience took on all forms of 

mainstream- and sub-culture: MTV takeovers; designer label collaborations; sponsored 

secret concerts; sponsored underground bars. “(T)he tentacles of branding reach(ed) 

into every crevice of youth culture” as consultants and cool-hunting agencies 

recognized that “insistence on extreme sexual and racial identities made for great 

brand-content and niche-marketing strategies.” MAC makeup employed a drag queen 

as a spokesperson and embraced the LGBT2Q+ community; Calvin Klein made 

gender fluidity key to its ad campaigns; and the GAP pledged to fight AIDS and began 

featuring racial diversity in its campaigns. It proved to be good business to let the 

concept of a given brand expand to reflect an audience’s hopes and desires.  

Brands – by presenting codes and ideals and visions of a future we want – have 

taken over the place of communities and religions in a world reliant on mediation for 

human connection. The emergence of social media platforms as spaces for people to 

                                                
13 Naomi Klein, No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies, Vintage Canada ed. (Toronto: Vintage Canada, 
2000). 21. 
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connect and to create and participate in culture gave those brand tentacles new forms 

to take on. Marketer Nathan Allebach points out that 

prior to the mass social media migration, the line separating 

people from advertising was much clearer. Ads primarily 

came from behind television screens, radio waves, or print, 

in the style format of infomercials… As every aspect of 

culture integrated into the online world, of course advertising 

was going to follow. The lines continue blurring and the 

world continues turning. Now people and advertising are 

swirling together in a dystopian soup and everyone is either 

laughing or crying.14 

Brands are most successful in online spaces when they act and sound like the 

audience they want to reach. Allebach points out the rapidly changing nature of brands 

sounding like consumers on social platforms, from Old Spice and Taco Bell’s back and 

forth in 2012; to Arby’s hijacking millennial lingo like “bae” in 2014; to Wendy’s making 

fun of someone for not understanding refrigerators. The speed and constant 

reinvention of social media has made it easy to continually evolve how brands sound 

and how they are presented.  

The Gen Z and millennial audiences that brands most want to appeal to through 

that rapid evolution are an audience that appear to care about where a brand stands on 

social issues. A Cone Communications study revealed that 90% Gen Z consumers say 

                                                
14 Nathan Allebach, “A Critical Breakdown of Brand Humanization on Social Media,” March 13, 2019 
https://nathanallebach.medium.com/good-and-bad-ways-to-criticize-brands-being-human-on-social-
media-cf61665fe7ca 
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they would buy a product with a social or environmental benefit. The demand for 

socially conscious brands has emerged in the 2000s and 2010s entangled with the rise 

of social media. Mara Einstein observes that social  

platforms enabled companies to use word of mouth to 

spread their messages, because while people might not 

share a straight sales message, they would share 

information connected to a charity. We share information 

related to causes we care about, first because it is easy— 

spawning the word “slacktivism” — and second because it 

conveys to the world that we are good people. The marketer 

gets positive endorsements while gaining information about 

consumers.15  

By 2010 it was estimated that 75% percent of brands were employing marketing based 

on social causes and that 97% of “marketing executives believe it is a valid business 

strategy.” Talking about social causes as a brand shows alignment with audience 

interests; helps brands sound less like the corporations behind them; and leads to free 

marketing through social sharing. 

Consumers have demonstrated through purchase decisions and online activity 

that they are interested in supporting brands that act like them and reflect their values. 

As such, it is not shocking that multi-billion dollar companies strove to sound and act 

like the audiences on which they rely in the wake of George Floyd’s death. These 

companies’ expressions of corporate grief and reflection were swift, well-packaged, and 

                                                
15 Mara Einstein, Advertising : what everyone needs to know. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017). 
144. 
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on-brand. But as major corporate brands often benefit from economic stratification - 

including racial-economic hierarchies - these brands' substantive actions often belied 

these slickly-produced expressions of solidarity with Black Lives Matter.In this project I 

aim to examine these brand statements.  Specifically, I aim to examine the brand 

statements that appeared on social media - and continue to appear on social media - in 

the wake of Floyd’s killing, examining how these statements operate to produce 

meaning. How do they function as brand messages that continue to sell? How are they 

structured and consumed? How do they allow brands to have a voice in an ongoing 

fight for racial justice while allowing those same brands to benefit from racial capitalism 

and injustice? In their words and actions, brands have demonstrated an economic 

imperative to express alignment with Black Lives Matter and those who speak out 

against anti-Black racism. And yet those words and actions mainly serve to mask their 

misdeeds. Through close readings of brand statements, analysis of the brands behind 

the statements, and an examination of the advertising tropes and trends that inform the 

creation of the statements, this project examines how these brand actions function to 

misdirect consumer attention from real world conditions and mask and deflect from the 

brands’ roles in perpetuating racial capitalism. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONTRIBUTIONS 

An understanding of the role these statements play and the way they create 

meaning emerges from the intersection of three areas of scholarship: critiques of racial 

capitalism; consumer culture and media studies; and marketing and management 

studies.  
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Critiques of racial capitalism - Racial capitalism conceals violence. 

Critiques of racial capitalism and critical theories of race offer insight into the 

ways that dominant cultural forms have entrenched and reaffirmed racial economic 

hierarchies through centuries of exploitation of Black lives and labour by the agents of 

capital and empire. Cedric Robinson’s foundational work asserts that racial capitalism is 

integral to “Western civilization.” In ‘Black Marxism: The Making of a Black Radical 

Tradition,’ Robinson sheds light on capitalism’s reliance on racism, demonstrating that 

racist structures are not the result of capitalism but are rather its foundation. His view is 

that “historically, the civilization evolving in the western extremities of the 

Asian/European continent … passed with few disjunctions from feudalism as the 

dominant mode of production to capitalism as the dominant mode of production. And 

from its very beginnings, this European civilization, containing racial, tribal, linguistic, 

and regional particularities, was constructed on antagonistic differences.”16  

Jodi Melamed explicates Robinson’s work in claiming that “(c)apital can only be 

capital when it is accumulating, and it can only accumulate by producing and moving 

through relations of severe inequality among human groups--capitalists with the means 

of production/workers without the means of subsistence, creditors/debtors, conquerors 

of land made property/the dispossessed and removed.”17 She expands on his 

scholarship in pointing out that “contemporary racial capitalism deploys liberal and 

                                                
16 Cedric J. Robinson, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition (London: Zed, 1983). 

11. 
17 Jodi Melamed, “Racial Capitalism,” Journal of the Critical Ethnic Studies Association 1, no. 1 (2015): 
76-. 
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multicultural terms of inclusion to value and devalue forms of humanity differentially to fit 

the needs of reigning state-capital orders.”18 

Corporate actors deploying such terms of inclusion navigate around what 

Shannon Winnbust refers to as “the fundamental problem of race in the neoliberal 

episteme(:) its stubborn, persistent reminder of an unspeakably violent history.”19 This 

persistent reminder has made it impossible for the stuff of capitalism to look honestly at 

racist structures as “race jams the neoliberal machine.”20 Winnubst also suggests that 

moments of highly visible, loud racist upheaval such as - in her case - Hurricane Katrina 

(tear) open the gorgeously superficial social fabric of the 

neoliberal episteme, splitting it open into gaping holes that 

jam the machine of fungibility and the market’s promised 

ease and comfort. It is here that we see the punitive force of 

interpellation reenter the neoliberal social scene, enforcing 

prescriptive limits to the alleged neoliberal celebration of 

diversity and constructing the tragically booming racist 

carceral state.  

The racial capitalist trend at play in the brand statements and actions of 2020 is 

best termed as wokewashing: a show/performance of with-it progressiveness. Enzo 

Rossi and Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò observe that “wokewashing offers itself up as an 

explanation for the real and substantive changes in political economy, though it is a 

largely misleading explanation, as it centers individual success stories as evidence of 

                                                
18 Melamed. 
19 Shannon Winnubst, Way Too Cool: Selling Out Race and Ethics, Illustrated edition (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2015). 166. 
20 Winnubst. 22. 
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supposed progress towards full inclusion, which obscures the largely class-bound 

nature of the changes in racial hierarchies.”21 The appearance of change is meant to 

ensure the audience does “not perform too close an examination of the woke capitalists’ 

gift horse’s mouth.”22  

My analysis of brand statements in the wake of the killing of George Floyd draws 

on this tradition of critique, identifying the perpetuation of racial hierarchy even in brand 

statements and actions that seem to call for racial justice.  The brand responses to the 

killing of George Floyd and the protests that followed are here identified as a species of 

Winnubst’s “gorgeously superficial social fabric.”  When brands make statements 

suggesting a fight against inequality, they are still operating as modern brands whose 

wealth comes “necessarily (from) expropriation of labor, land, and resources.”23 They 

are also operating as brands who have outgrown the need to demonstrate the value of 

their commodities and instead are selling a particular set of values by, in part, 

employing “liberal and multicultural terms of inclusion.”24 

Consumer Culture and Media Studies - Advertising conceals racial capitalism 

Sut Jally’s ‘Codes of Advertising’ suggested that the ability/necessity for a brand 

to move beyond a focus on commodities and sell a lifestyle is rooted in the fact that craft 

and labour are masked in the commodities that we purchase and which are advertised 

to us. He points out that modern commodities are abstracted from their producers and 

                                                
21 Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò and Enzo Rossi, “What’s New About Woke Racial Capitalism (and What Isn’t),” 
Spectre Journal, accessed February 6, 2021, https://spectrejournal.com/whats-new-about-woke-racial-
capitalism-and-what-isnt/. 
22 Táíwò and Rossi. 
23 Melamed, “Racial Capitalism.” 
24 Melamed. 
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their means of production25. Products are made to mask these elements that might give 

us greater access to the conditions in which they were conceived and made, and 

average consumers give little attention to this lack of information26. He argues that 

advertising is not about the commodities and that this masking occurs to allow the 

consumer to see themselves in the product. It is as though the commodity is given a 

reflective sheen through advertising in which the consumer can see their own desire 

looking back. With the rise in popularity of cause-based marketing that sheen takes on a 

different character, reflecting back the type of moral, ethical, good person consumers 

want their social media followers to see them as. 

In her analysis and history of branding, ‘No Logo,’ Naomi Klein asserts that the 

success of modern corporations producing modern commodities isn’t just indebted to 

branding but rather their success is the act of branding: “for these companies the 

ostensible product (has become) mere filler for the real production: the brand.”27 She 

asserts that mega-corporations have found more success and weathered recessions by 

being focussed on building brands rather than things, and that unlike things, brands 

have unlimited space into which to expand because they exist as ideas and 

associations. “Manufacturing products may require drills, furnaces, hammers and the 

like, but creating a brand calls for a completely different set of tools and materials. It 

requires an endless parade of brand extensions, continuously renewed imagery for 

                                                
25 Sut Jhally, Codes of Advertising: Fetishism and the Political Economy of Meaning in the Consumer 
Society (New York: StMartin, 1987). 50. “What commodities fail to communicate to consumers is 
information about the process of production.” 
26 Jhally. 51. “Thus when products appear in the marketplace, although we may well be aware of them as 
products of human labour, because there is no specific social meaning accompanying this awareness, 
this symbolisation of advertising appears as more real and concrete.” 
27 Naomi Klein, No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies, Vintage Canada ed. (Toronto: Vintage Canada, 
2000). 15-16. 
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marketing and, most of all, fresh new spaces to disseminate the brand’s idea of itself.”28 

As the means of production is further and further masked, and as the product itself slips 

away, corporations produce new ways for consumers to interact with them and 

therefore new ways to extract value from people. As social media grows more dominant 

as a tool for brands, and as brands act on those platforms with friendly defined 

personae, tones, and ways of speaking, the gulf between the consumer and the maker’s 

mark expands further. As the brand appears to move closer to the consumer and as 

they are able to take up more public space, their truth is pulled further away, masking 

the violence of their accumulation. 

In recent years a version of the work of advertisers has come into clearer focus 

as popular culture and entertainment media have given it much attention. Television 

shows like Mad Men and Dragon’s Den attempt to make advertising and branding sexy 

and dramatic, and in turn give consumers a sense that they understand the machinery 

of marketing. This is aided by media coverage of ads as entertainment during the Super 

Bowl and when other occasional ads go viral. I argue that what can feel like greater 

clarity is greater confusion. Goldman and Papson write about the start of this 

phenomenon stating that  

(w)hat advertisers once sought to conceal in their ads, they 

now boldly compete to utter aloud. Where advertisers once 

sought to maximize the transparency of the framework, they 

                                                
28 Klein. 5. 
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now try to jar viewers into interpretive quandaries as a way 

of keeping them engaged in the ads.29  

This project builds on these critiques to suggest consumers now knowingly are not only 

buying the product, but choosing to buy the ad. Armed with a sense of behind-the-

scenes information and met with ads that are proud of their manufacturing, consumers 

now knowingly are not only buying the product but choosing to buy the ad. 

While the modern audience is an audience in-the-know, they are still conceived 

and treated as a collection of eyeballs sold by the thousands - in the advertising industry 

the attention of those eyeballs is often bought at a cost per thousand (CPM - m for 

mille). When brands create content and buy ad space they are trying to buy attention. 

Brands operating in social media are competing for attention. Tiziana Terranova 

suggests that the battle for attention as a scarce and valuable resource is a battle for a 

resource which is degraded by those forces vying for it.30 The current always-connected 

state of being brings about a crisis of attention. “The brain provides the scarce resource 

that allows the digital economy to be normalized, while also suffering a depletion of its 

cognitive capacities.”31 It’s in that degraded state that consumers happily accept 

shortcuts and accept brands and friends to follow, like, and subscribe to. 

In his lecture ‘First as Tragedy, Then as Farce,’ Slavoj Zizek talks about this 

consumer choice to buy the ad. In explaining the ethical pitch of Tom’s Shoes (buy one, 

                                                
29 Robert Goldman, Sign Wars: The Cluttered Landscape of Advertising, Critical Perspectives. (New York: 
Guilford Press, 1996). 4. 
30 Tiziana Terranova, “Attention, Economy, and the Brain,” Culture Machine 13 (2012) “In theories of the 
attention economy, attention is first of all a scarce resource, which is what allows the Internet to become 
an economic medium again, that is, a medium to which all the axioms of market economics can once 
again be applied. Scarcity is the condition that can give rise to a proper economy, the ‘attention 
economy’. Attention is a scarce resource because ‘the sum total of human attention is necessarily limited 
and therefore scarce’ (Goldhaber, 2006).” 
31 Terranova. 
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give one) and Starbucks’ Ethos water (where a portion of sales goes toward bringing 

clean water to children that don’t have it), he argues that consumers are engaged in 

cultural capitalism. They are choosing first to buy into the (ethical/responsible) way a 

brand is selling itself and in his words, “(y)ou don't just buy a coffee … you buy your 

redemption from being only a consumerist.”32 Brands that are engaging with Black Lives 

Matter further complicate this exchange of cultural capitalism by seeking salvation 

themselves rather than merely offering it to customers. When a brand states a new 

political alignment or makes a show of social responsibility as mea culpa they are 

putting their forgiveness on sale33. They create a simple exchange to benefit 

themselves and the conscience of their consumers: Do you forgive me? Say yes by 

buying now. With their response statements and actions, brands are manufacturing 

redemption. I aim to expand on this definition of cultural capitalism to explain the drive 

behind brands engaging with Black Lives Matter to win audience attention and suggest 

they further complicate the exchange by seeking salvation themselves. 

Marketing and Management Studies - Consumers are seeking redemption 

The brands that manufacture redemption by setting a corporate social 

responsibility agenda and taking part in cause-related marketing do so for strategic 

reasons: they are profitable brand-building activities presented as altruistic endeavors 

which are shared widely. Aligning a consumer brand with a social cause can result in 

                                                
32 Slavoj Zizek, “First as Tragedy, Then as Farce” (RSA, London, November 24, 2009), 
https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/pdfs/blogs/rsa-lecture-slovoj-zizek-transcript.pdf. 
33 Trafficking in forgiveness was once the domain of religion. As mediated connections continue to 
replace or drastically augment the function of communities and of religion, it is remarkable that cultural 
capital fills the void in such a one-to-one, like-for-like manner. My thanks to Prof. Susan Lord for this 
observation. 
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positive results for the brand that does so. Studies across marketing and managerial 

research have found that “consumers will respond more favorably to a company/brand 

engaging in (cause-related marketing) versus a similar one that does not engage in this 

philanthropic activity”34. There is a clear market incentive to show you care. And while 

the size of the positive impact on a brand may be dependent on how naturally a brand 

and a given cause fit together, it’s been shown that even brands with a seemingly low fit 

with a given cause will find consumer attitudes to be positively impacted35. Because of 

this, a brand simply needs to identify that a significant/valuable proportion of its intended 

audience views a cause favourably to expect a positive impact from cause-related 

marketing. 

A brand’s profit--driven motives do not deter consumers or interfere with the 

above findings that cause-marketing leads to positive brand impacts. In fact research 

has suggested that a consumer who is more aware of the persuasive techniques being 

employed on them - i.e. they “recognize that a (for-profit) company sponsoring a (cause-

related marketing) promotion obtains a tangible return on investment” and that the 

cause marketing “is not philanthropy” on the part of that company36- has a more positive 

attitude toward a brand’s cause marketing promotion than a consumer who is less 

aware of the persuasive techniques. In other words, the consumer isn’t just buying into 

what a brand’s cause marketing efforts say, but rather they are buying into the 

                                                
34 Nan and Heo, “Consumer Responses to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Initiatives.” 
35 Nan and Heo. 
36 Anne Hamby and David Brinberg, “Cause-Related Marketing Persuasion Knowledge: Measuring 
Consumers’ Knowledge and Ability to Interpret CrM Promotions,” Journal of Consumer Affairs 52, no. 2 
(June 22, 2018): 373–93, https://doi.org/10.1111/joca.12167. 
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exchange as a whole. People want to be able to buy that redemption being 

manufactured. 

Racial capitalism conceals violence; advertising conceals racial capitalism; and 

the consumer desire for redemption outweighs the desire to look beyond that deception.  

 

STRUCTURE AND METHODOLOGY 

As a white man who has worked in and had access to the world advertising and 

branding, my perspective is one of privilege but also one of hopefully useful insight. I 

recognize that my critique of brand action is from a position that does not stand to 

materially benefit from donations or investments the brands mentioned here may have 

made. And I recognize that my whiteness has played a large role in gaining access to 

the machinations of marketing and advertising agencies. By recognizing and explaining 

my positionality I intend to express an understanding of my biases and an 

understanding of the privileged vantage point of my critique. 

This project combines textual analysis (in the form of close readings of social 

media texts) with political economy analysis (exploring the broader context, meaning 

and impact of the texts examined).  The subjects of the analysis include the social 

media content of major brands (in particular the “brand statements” issued in direct 

response to the death of George Floyd) and related statements that appear as press 

releases, media releases, and content on corporate websites.  
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In this project, “brand” refers to the “set of associations linked to the name, mark, 

or symbol associated with a product or service.”37 But the term also refers to something 

more concrete than a “set of associations:” it refers to the online/social personas that 

corporations present as actors with agency who make decisions, have opinions, and 

interact with people. Brands have been crafted to appear simultaneously as an aura that 

consumers want to be a part of and as an idealized avatar consumers want to be 

friends with.38 The creation and "selling" of such avatars is a deliberate work of social 

construction.  The brand-as-actor is, in that sense, not “real”.  The brand's “agency” is a 

collection of creative choices driven by capitalistic imperatives.  The brand-as-actor, 

despite its constructedness, exerts real force in the world.  While it is therefore, in a 

sense, true to say that the brand Nike is not an actor with real agency, it is also true to 

say that Nike is presented as and operates as an actor in many important ways.  This 

presentation and operation--its force in the real world-- means that the brand-as-actor is 

functionally 'real' despite its constructedness. 

The brand response to the killing of George Floyd and to the Black Lives Matter 

movement started in May of 2020 but remains an ongoing and evolving conversation. 

Brands continue to speak about their commitments and their dissatisfaction with racial 

inequality, aligning to their assumed audience’s position. To best respond to and 

capture the evolving nature of these statements and claims, this research is presented 

as a dynamic and ongoing website.  This format also allows for greater inclusion of and 

                                                
37 Alice M Tybout, “Kellogg on Branding in a Hyper-Connected World,” Wiley Online, accessed July 19, 
2020, https://learning.oreilly.com/library/view/kellogg-on-branding/9781119533184/. 
38 Jungerth and Lindstrom point out that this personification exists on a spectrum of reality, from a pure 
creation like Mr. Clean on one end, to Jamie Oliver as person-as-brand on the other. And in between we 
can find interesting degrees of obfuscation. For example the luxury fashion designer “Ted Baker never 
existed, even though the brand continuously communicates the thoughts and opinions of Ted.” 
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interaction with digital materials such as brand posts, images, and videos, in the manner 

in which they were originally posted (and with the added context of other individuals’ 

reactions to that content easily accessible). 

The website documents, critiques, and archives brand responses while also 

making explicit each brand’s financial value and the size of their financial commitments 

to change where applicable. As such, it serves a critical function and a practical 

function. Brand statements that exist in social media can be (and are often designed to 

be) ephemeral. The corporations behind the brand social media accounts own the 

content they publish and have the ability to remove it and edit it at any time. While the 

interests and whims of corporate owners, shareholders, and boards of directors can 

change, this project aims to exist as an archive of the statements and promises brands 

have made to aid in holding them accountable, despite their choice to rely on platforms 

that to minimize opportunities for such accountability. 

Hundreds of brands have made comments on these issues. To focus the project 

and to give it a clearer scope while retaining the structure of an existing and evolving 

online archive, I have documented the responses of the 100 most valuable global 

brands in 2020 as determined by Forbes39, a prominent voice in finance and marketing. 

Several such lists exist (the Interbrand Best Global Brands list; the Brandz Top 100 

Most Valuable Brands) and each carry weight in different parts of the 

advertising/marketing industry for whom such lists are created. There is substantial 

overlap amongst the brands that appear on these various lists. I have chosen Forbes for 

its broader reach and more transparent methodology for evaluation. 

                                                
39 “The 2020 World’s Most Valuable Brands,” Forbes, accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.forbes.com/the-worlds-most-valuable-brands/. 
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ManufacturingRedemption.com consists of two types of pages: informational 

“brand pages” and focused analytic “essay pages.” (The essay pages have been 

reproduced in this document for the purpose of submission). Each one of the 100 

brands on the Forbes list has a brand page archiving its social media response (or lack 

of response) to the killing of George Floyd and to the Black Lives Matter movement. The 

essay pages present deeper analyses of the trends, content and the construction 

across brand posts, drawing on a close reading of specific posts and situating them 

within broader conversations related to racial justice and consumer culture. These short 

essays focus primarily on the brands found in the Forbes list but do also pull from other 

brand actions and examples.  

In using the short essay format, the project mirrors the fragmented nature of its 

subject matter (singular, uncoordinated, ad-hoc brand statements), allows for discussion 

on a wide array of interlinked topics, and enables continuous growth of the website in 

response to new developments. The combination of brand pages and essay pages 

allows users to engage from either thematic or case-study starting points, with links 

between the two types of pages encouraging users to shift their focus back and forth 

between the ‘particular’ of any one brand’s story to the ‘big picture’ of interconnections 

and themes identified in the essays.  

 



 
 

21 
 

ANALYSIS – 

What are brands doing? 

High profile brands, lesser-known startups, brands previously aligned with right 

wing politics, brands previously aligned with left wing politics, shoe brands, food brands, 

cosmetic brands, car brands: a very large number of brands showed support in some 

way following the killing of George Floyd. It is hard to calculate the precise number of 

brands, but at least 950 participated in Blackout Tuesday on Instagram40 in which 

accounts went silent for the day, posting only an image of a black square. Many others 

released statements on social media or through their own PR channels, while we can 

imagine that some chose to communicate a response internally to their employees or 

shareholders. Some brands were surprising to hear from. For example, the NFL 

participated even though it had previously done very little to protect or defend 

professional football player Colin Kaepernick who eventually lost his job due in part to 

his personal protests against police brutality. Other corporate entities, were expected - 

such as Nike, who made Colin Kaepernick a key spokesperson based on those 

protests. Some brand responses felt painfully hypocritical - like L’Oreal, who fired model 

Munroe Bergdorf for speaking out against racial violence during the white supremacist 

rallies in Charlottesville in 2017; and some responses felt very on-brand - such as Ben 

& Jerry’s call to ‘dismantle white supremacy.’ 

At a very dark time for the United States (and the world) brands saw the need or 

the opportunity to state some amount of support for people protesting in the streets or 

                                                
40 “More than 950 Brands Participated in ‘Blackout Tuesday’ on Instagram, plus the Latest Jobs Numbers 
in Context: Datacenter Weekly,” June 5, 2020, https://adage.com/article/datacenter/more-950-brands-
participated-blackout-tuesday-instagram-plus-latest-jobs-numbers-context-datacenter/2260916. 
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for the Black community more broadly. The degree to which brands actually said 

anything of substance varied (far more vague statements of solidarity, far fewer calls or 

plans to dismantle white supremacy), and yet the feeling of these brand statements had 

a sameness to it. The sameness was so striking and the lack of substance so apparent 

that the act became a meme41. 

 

 

Brands did not want to miss out on expressing solidarity even if there was little 

behind that statement of solidarity. But why the need at this moment? Countless Black 

men and women have been killed by police, but the recorded killing of George Floyd 

was a more definitive moment to rally behind. A generous reading might suggest that 

this particular act - its callousness, its violence, its senselessness - was a tipping point 

for the people behind each of the brands. Enough is enough. Another reading, though, 

might look at how brands typically jump on trends in social media. The means by which 

brands do this has helpfully been described as ‘trendjacking,’ which one marketing 

professional defined simply as “capitalizing on an existing trend in order to bolster your 

                                                
41 “On May 31st, 2020, Twitter user @Campster tweeted a mock statement from a fictitious brand, 
parodying these types of comments.” https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/events/2020-brand-black-lives-
matters-posts 

Figure 1 @Campster memeifies brand statements 

https://twitter.com/Campster/status/1267183124582215680
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/events/2020-brand-black-lives-matters-posts
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/events/2020-brand-black-lives-matters-posts
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brand in the marketplace”42. Rather than rely strictly on putting out risky original ideas, 

brands have taken to observing which conversations are pervading culture or going viral 

and inserting themselves into those conversations, usually with an appropriate hashtag. 

For example: 

43 

44: 

                                                
42 VERB Interactive, “Trendjacking,” Medium, January 9, 2020, https://medium.com/re-verb/trendjacking-
3cadf04bf230. 
43 Tide, “Looks like a Problem When You Don’t Use Tide Plus ColorGuard. #TheDress #DressGate 
Http://T.Co/YvUudF50mt,” Tweet, @tide , February 27, 2015, 
https://twitter.com/tide/status/571362039098183680. 
44 Cinnabon, “We Usually Don’t Let Pokemon into the Bakery, but He Forced Himself in. 
#GottaEatTheBuns #PokemonGO Https://T.Co/LpKyIYeocn,” Tweet, @Cinnabon , July 10, 2016, 
https://twitter.com/Cinnabon/status/752152338287169536. 

Figure 2 Tide talks about #TheDress in 2015 

Figure 3 Cinnabon references Pokemon Go in 
2016 
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Bud Light45, Burger King46, and Kool-Aid47 capitalize on an absurd ‘storm Area 

51’ joke, stemming from a Facebook Event post that went viral 

                                                
45 Bud Light, “Screw It. Free Bud Light to Any Alien That Makes It Out.,” Tweet, @budlight , July 17, 2019, 
https://twitter.com/budlight/status/1151513706859257856. 
46 Burger King, “Attn People Storming Area 51: If They Tell You to Bring Them to Your Leader, 
Remember Who’s King.,” Tweet, @BurgerKing , July 12, 2019, 
https://twitter.com/BurgerKing/status/1149708493873647617. 
47 Kool-Aid Man, “Them: Wanna Crash #Area51? Me: OH YEAH! ┳ 【 ���� �� 】 ┳─┳─┳─┳─ 

┳┻┳┻┳┻┳┻┳┻┳┻┳┻┳┻ ┳┻┳┻┳┻┳┻┳ � � ┻ ┳┻ ⌌ ⏠  ┻┳ � � � ┻ ┳┻ ᕕ( ❛ ,❛  )ᕗ ┻┳ � � ┻ ┳┻ / ⌣ 
\ ┳┻┳ � � � ┻,” Tweet, @koolaid , July 12, 2019, 
https://twitter.com/koolaid/status/1149797512871665666. 

Figure 6 Bud Light comments on Area 51 

Figure 4 Kool-Aid comments on Area 51 

Figure 5 Burger King comments on Area 51 
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This is how brands have learned to speak - and speak often - online. This widely 

adopted technique has normalized the idea of brands seeming to voice an opinion or 

have observations. It has helped to build brands’ digital personae. And because it has 

become such a commonplace activity, it is also really easy to ignore - it’s just brands 

being brands, using social media to appear on trend. While emerging from the brand 

tendency to simply comment on cultural happenings, the brand statements issued on 

social media following the killing of George Floyd were doing more work. The protests of 

real people - in the streets and online - around the world were not just calling for justice 

for Floyd, they were calling for an end to systemic racism. They were calling for different 

and new relationships to emerge to end state violence and the oppression of Black 

people, Indigenous people, and People of Colour. It was - and still is - a call that 

threatens the capitalist structures modern brands rely on; and it is through this lens that 

brand statements and actions need to be evaluated. The brand responses functioned as 

distractions, giving social audiences something to react to. They aimed to appease an 

audience before that audience could get to the heart of a matter. These statements and 

the advertising tropes and trends that inform the creation of the statements function to 

misdirect consumer attention from real world conditions and mask and deflect from the 

brands’ roles in perpetuating racial capitalism. They mask and deflect their role in racial 

capitalism by making brands seem relatable and vulnerable; by apologizing for the past 

and claiming to change; by getting out in front of criticism to own the narrative; and by 

using the creative discursive tools in which they are expert. 
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Being Relatable 

Advertising “undermined its own effectiveness”48 through its proliferation. The 

volume and frequency of advertising over the last two decades as digital advertising has 

become a primary concern of marketers has both led to an audience of “depleted 

cognitive capacities”49 and to the need for “changes in method of address and in coding 

practices.”50 This situation has made “becoming your friend” the goal of modern brands. 

It is not the goal of the corporation behind that brand; the corporation’s goal remains to 

sell as many products and services as possible. Klein explains that  

the old paradigm had it that all marketing was selling a 

product. In the new model, however, the product always 

takes a back seat to the real product, the brand, and the 

selling of the brand acquired an extra component that can 

only be described as spiritual. Advertising is about hawking 

product. Branding, in its truest and most advance 

incarnations, is about corporate transcendence.51 

Social media has given corporate transcendence a way to come back to earth and feel 

grounded: it has allowed brands to enter relationships with consumers. In the brand 

management text “Romancing the Brand: How Brands Create Strong, Intimate 

Relationships with Consumers,” Tim Halloran explains that the new battleground is in  

creating and nurturing a powerful, passionate, and genuine 

relationship between the brand and consumer. The strongest 

                                                
48 Goldman, Sign Wars. 83. 
49 Terranova, “Attention, Economy, and the Brain.” 
50 Goldman, Sign Wars. 83. 
51 Klein, No Logo. 21. 
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brands have always viewed their consumer base in a 

relational manner—not as an entity to be taken advantage of 

but as a partner to engage, delight, and excite. Creating and 

managing strong relationships will be marketers' best answer 

to our critics, and our best shot at reviving the integrity of our 

profession. More important, this new approach will help a 

cynical consumer base start trusting us again. It's a 

paradigm shift that can bring new power, purpose, and 

effectiveness to a marketer's work … If we connect with our 

consumers and develop brand love, we will have achieved 

the ultimate brand-consumer relationship.52  

Social media platforms have been built on this brand desire to build a relationship with 

their audiences, and on the technological capability to create a profile of an ideal 

audience. 

Social platforms rely on users to give off signals about what they like and what 

they are like through their posting, liking, and following behaviour. Twitter and Facebook 

trade in these data. They attract advertisers by demonstrating they know an audience 

and are able to reach an audience. On Facebook Business’s advertising website, which 

introduces prospective advertisers to the platform, they offer the advice: 

Be authentic. 

Start by considering your tone of voice, which can simply be 

a reflection of your business’s personality. Is it funny? All 

                                                
52 Tim Halloran, Romancing the Brand: How Brands Create Strong, Intimate Relationships with 
Customers, First edition. (San Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass, 2014). 14. 
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business? Adventurous? The more authentic you are, the 

more effective your ads are likely to be. 

Understand your target audience. 

Speak directly to their motivations or address the barriers 

preventing them from becoming your customers. Consider 

having different versions of creative for different audiences 

to ensure you are speaking to what motivates each group.53  

In other words, Facebook ads will work better if they feel like they are coming from your 

friend. Valued at $70 billion (with almost $50 billion in revenue in 2019), Facebook is not 

giving this advice as simply a helpful tip. Their core product is advertising and they know 

- possibly better than any advertiser in history - what makes audiences respond well to 

ads. 

 With the knowledge that consumers are more likely to be receptive to an ad 

coming from an “authentic” source that “gets you,” and the overall desire to build a 

lifelong relationship with consumers to extract lifelong value, brands aim to be relatable 

in their social posts. It is not surprising then that their social statements related to the 

killing of George Floyd kept with this reality. Brands cultivate a tone and persona to look 

and sound like you (further detailed in the post, How Brands Speak) and put artifacts 

into the world to entertain, move, and interest you in a hope to “develop brand love”54. 

They try to do things the way you would do them (elaborated on in the post, The Look of 

the Statement) and behave in ways that you will find endearing (see Performative 

                                                
53 “Advertising on Facebook,” Facebook for Business, accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.facebook.com/business/ads. 
54 Halloran, Romancing the Brand. 15. 
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Togetherness, and Pictures of Text). And so of course they are going to protest like you 

(see, for instance, Blackout Tuesday). Halloran suggests that “brands that have been 

and will be successful will be the ones that cultivate and grow relationships with 

consumers that reach them at the physical, emotional, and, dare I say, soulful level.”55 

The balancing act for brands, though, is just how emotional and soulful to appear. In 

their attempts to be relatable, brands can find themselves in a sort of uncanny valley: 

they look like your friends, but a little off. They look like your friends if your friends are 

likely to exploit your pain and rage and exploit a man’s death to sell you a new shirt. 

And they look like your friends, if your friends are white. The voices that these brand 

statements take on frequently assume – through linguistic construction – a white subject 

position. The white supremacy of these brands is reproduced in their statement and in 

the assumed audience of their statement (see, How Brands Speak), often evoking a 

collective “we” that excludes the Black community (e.g. “We stand in solidarity”).  

  

Apologizing and Changing. 

Without needing to admit to their role in sustaining racial capitalism and their 

complicity in the system that makes deaths like Floyd’s commonplace, many brands 

have tried to express an understanding that they have been guilty of something. Without 

naming what it is they have been guilty of, many brands admitted in some way that they 

                                                
55 Halloran. 19. 
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needed to do more to end racism. A typical example of such an admission is the 

statement from networking and technology giant Cisco Systems. Their CEO tweeted56 

A couple of days later, he followed up57 with an update on said action: 

The “fund” referenced is a mechanism for collecting donations and matching donations 

from Cisco employees58. Since this post, Cisco and its executive team have made no 

further comment about what action the company will take to “eradicate systemic racism, 

xenophobia, inequality & all forms of bigotry in America,” and have suggested no new 

business practices, structure, services, or even products. Financial commitment is 

                                                
56 Chuck Robbins, “What’s Happening in the US Is Abhorrent. It’s Far Overdue for All of Us to Take Action 
to Eradicate Systemic Racism, Xenophobia, Inequality & All Forms of Bigotry in America. How We 
Respond Will Be an Important Moment in Our Nation’s History. @Cisco Will Lead. #blacklivesmatter,” 
Tweet, @ChuckRobbins, May 30, 2020, https://twitter.com/ChuckRobbins/status/1266813493652512768. 
57 Chuck Robbins, “As I’ve Said, We Need ACTION to Eradicate Racism, Inequality, and Injustice. The 
First Step for @Cisco Is Committing $5M to @eji_org, @NAACP_LDF, @colorofchange, @blklivesmatter 
& Our Own Fund for Fighting Racism and Discrimination. This Is Just the Beginning. #BlackLivesMatter,” 
Tweet, @ChuckRobbins , June 1, 2020, https://twitter.com/ChuckRobbins/status/1267570257952043008. 
58 “Fighting Racism and Discrimination Fund,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.brightfunds.org/funds/fighting-racism-and-discrimination-fund. 

Figure 7 @ChuckRobbins suggests Cisco will lead 

Figure 8 @ChuckRobbins says Cisco is 
committed to donating 
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action, but it is action that puts the burden of change on others and shifts responsibility 

away from those wielding power. It’s also action that can serve to financially benefit the 

brand making a pledge to commit funding. As I elaborate in What Would Meaningful 

Action Look Like, committing to create a fund, make funding available, or provide 

funding for a given organization is not necessarily a selfless act. It is frequently an 

opportunity for a brand to present itself as a saviour while continuing to enrich 

themselves.  

Together, the 100 brands examined in this project represent $6.3 trillion of 

annual revenue. In accounting for all their stated funding and donations - including loans 

and “strategic investments” like Citi’s investments of “$1 billion … over the next three 

years” - the total contribution is 0.06% of total annual revenues. Financial contribution is 

action, but miniscule when looking at the scale of the corporations behind these brands. 

 Several brands such as Disney (detailed in the post, With Time) and Pepsi (see 

In The Comments) have demonstrated how elements (such as the changing of 

trademarked names) of their brands will change in the wake of George Floyd’s death, 

but such changes seem driven by mounting vocal audience pressure rather than an 

altruistic or moral acknowledgement of the need to do things differently. And other 

brands such as Microsoft (see What Would Meaningful Brand Action Look Like?) have 

detailed the internal, structural changes they are making to address systemic racism; 

structural changes which appear to be merely concerned with “the aesthetic of the 

multiracial corporate boardroom.”59 Surely many people behind these brands likely have 

been changed by the events of 2020 and the experience of systemic racism, and I have 

                                                
59 Táíwò and Rossi, “What’s New About Woke Racial Capitalism (and What Isn’t).” 



 
 

32 
 

hope that brand actions can have an impact. But what these brands’ statements and 

expressed actions make clear is a brand’s ability make small, surface-level changes 

while still denying the root cause of a problem. You can make a thing slightly better 

without addressing the real issue. Seeing these statements as just words - as “only so 

much hollow banter”60 - reveals an inability for these brands to change because “the 

lasting material and sociopsychological harm executed in and through the racist 

carceral state does not somehow go away. It persists. Race and racism persist.”61 By 

offering up apologies and amends, by demonstrating how they will be different going 

forward without addressing the ways their businesses perpetuate racism and inequality 

on a fundamental level, brands are simply making a new contract with their audience. 

These apologies allow for a new exchange that alleviates the guilt of the audience for 

supporting the brand and takes pressure off of corporations to make real structural 

change or even explore alternative structures. 

 To a large extent, the insufficient efforts of these brands has proven sufficient for 

their audiences. While there have been individual criticisms of brand responses (see In 

The Comments), there have been few concerted efforts and no structural 

transformation. The fact that these brands continue to be strong if not stronger indicates 

that there has not been an effective take down or sustained critique.  

 

                                                
60 Winnubst, Way Too Cool. 166. 
61 Winnubst. 166. 
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Getting in Front of the Narrative. 

The majority of the brands covered in this project do not have a notable history of 

being vocal critics of systemic racism. They have rarely issued public statements 

against state brutality or the treatment of the Black community62. In that sense they all 

missed the opportunity to get out in front of this issue and produce their own story. The 

statements brands issued were reactionary, of course, but they helped the brands get in 

front of other consumer-led narratives that could have emerged. By choosing to 

proclaim some version of “we reject racism and we stand by the Black community,” all 

of these brands made it just a little harder for any valid criticism of their practices and 

own racist actions to stick. As leading brands, the weight of their words and the power 

of their marketing and PR spend helped them quickly create a story that proclaimed 

they were taking action. By June 1, the New York Times was writing that “Corporate 

Voices Get Behind ‘Black Lives Matter’ Cause,”63 and the advertising industry 

publication AdAge was documenting notable brand responses to racial injustice64. The 

Times called out Citigroup, Nike, Reebok, Adidas, Nordstrom, HBO, TBS, and Ben & 

Jerry’s for their responses noting that “protesters received support from an unexpected 

corner: corporate America.”65  PR firms are paid well and work overtime to get the New 

York Times to mention a brand. This type of coverage is valuable and brand-building: 

being first pays (see Being First). 

                                                
62 Nike and Ben & Jerry’s stand as two clear exceptions. 
63 Tiffany Hsu, “Corporate Voices Get Behind ‘Black Lives Matter’ Cause,” The New York Times, May 31, 
2020, sec. Business, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/31/business/media/companies-marketing-black-
lives-matter-george-floyd.html. 
64 “A Regularly Updated Blog Tracking Brands’ Responses to Racial Injustice | Ad Age,” accessed 
February 6, 2021, https://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/regularly-updated-blog-tracking-brands-
responses-racial-injustice/2260291. 
65 In this piece NYTimes called attention to the fact that some brands such as Starbucks and Nike “have 
had complicated relationships with race in the past.” 
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With any crisis large or small, sophisticated brands attempt to grab hold of the 

narrative surrounding their actions and responses as quickly as possible. As I explain in 

In The Comments, brands have become skilled at suppressing negative stories and 

comments about them by employing social customer service to intercept complaints and 

negative stories as they happen. Brands act on social media to make you remember 

them and to make you form positive associations with them. With an estimated $40 

billion in ad spend on social channels66 in 2020 it is clear that most top brands can’t 

afford to let others tell their story or fill the gap in their silence. Their financial interests 

forced them to speak up. The fact that owning this particular narrative was deemed to 

be in brands’ financial interests is a slightly hopeful sign. When Tanisha Anderson was 

killed by police in 2014 or Philando Castille was killed by police in 2016 or Atatiana 

Jefferson was killed by police in 2018, brands said nothing. At least they didn’t say 

anything loudly. While the brand responses to George Floyd’s killing are self-interested, 

they do also work to appear as progress. Brands are reflecting what their research 

determined a valuable portion of the audience would want to see and hear, suggesting 

the data ad networks hold about our interests and desires represents a public who 

expects (at least a little) outrage and (at least a little) action by those in power. 

 

Making Ads. 

Above all else, top brands are good at marketing. Creative advertising and 

mythmaking have in many cases become a brand’s primary concern. In 2019, for 

                                                
66 “US Social Media Advertising in 2021 - Insider Intelligence Trends, Forecasts & Statistics,” accessed 
February 6, 2021, https://www.emarketer.com/content/us-social-media-advertising-in-2021. 
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instance, Nike spent approximately $3.75 billion on marketing. Klein quotes Nike CEO 

explaining: 

For years we thought of ourselves as a production-oriented company, 

meaning we put all our emphasis on designing and manufacturing the 

product. But now we understand that the most important thing we do is 

market the product. We’ve come around to saying that Nike is a 

marketing-oriented company and the product is our most important 

marketing tool.67  

The time spent being marketing-oriented companies has ensured that these brands are 

effective storytellers. They often employ multiple advertising agencies and may have 

their own in-house creative teams working to create content every day for social 

channels. With a potential audience of millions on social media, there is an incentive to 

provide a continuous stream of videos and images to ensure your brand shows up in 

front of an audience. While social platforms offer many options for brands to pay to be in 

front of their audiences, many top brands - like Nike, Coca-Cola, Samsung, Toyota - 

also focus on social posts that will show up organically (i.e. without paid sponsorship) in 

front of people actively following those brand channels. Whether directly paying for it or 

using platform know-how to obtain it, brands are after a scarce resource: attention, and 

“scarcity is the condition that can give rise to a proper economy, the ‘attention 

economy’.”68 The attention economy creates a need for constant and consistent content 

and brands are able to construct effective messages. (see The Look of the Statement).  

                                                
67 Klein, No Logo. 22. 
68 Terranova, “Attention, Economy, and the Brain.” 
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  The goal of their steady barrage of myth-making is to build memories of the 

brand and to create positive associations in the mind of the audience (see Brands 

Talking About Themselves). If a consumer thinks about them more and has positive 

feelings for them, that consumer is more likely to buy. There is little space in that 

exchange for concerns of honesty, morality, or integrity. Branding is storytelling and 

emotional manipulation. As Kevin Roberts, the former CEO of ad firm Saatchi & Saatchi 

puts it:  

Stories have huge value in business because they look in 

the right direction. At people. You cannot tell a story without 

characters and emotion and sensory detail … they capture 

us faster than the most elaborately produced annual report.69  

They have the added benefit of allowing the teller to withhold the pieces that don’t fit 

well. Stories are malleable and brands are great at working them. Stories fill the gaps 

left from the masking of production: “Production empties. Advertising fills. The real is 

hidden by the imaginary.”70 It is in this same register that brands created their 

responses to Floyd’s death and the Black Lives Matter protests. They were responses 

produced through the same tools and techniques that brands use to spin and conceal. 

Two titans of advertising who founded formative agencies that shaped the marketplace 

have well-known pieces of advertising advice that essentially amount to “be good at 

lying and concealing the lie.” Harrison McCann - a founder of McCann Erickson - 

introduced the company’s mission statement “truth, told well”; and David Ogilvy - 

                                                
69 Kevin Roberts and A. G. Lafley, Lovemarks, Revised Edition (New York, NY: powerHouse Books, 
2005). 88. 
70 Jhally, Codes of Advertising. 51. 
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founder of the ad agency Ogilvy - famously said “tell the truth, but make the truth 

fascinating.” When advertising is good, it conceals the machinations behind the brand. 

The brands examined in this project use relatability, promises of change, and 

their PR and advertising acumen to craft believable statements of sorrow and outrage. 

They are statements that give their audience an opportunity to feel good about their 

desire to continue their relationship with the brand, and they are statements that are 

designed to conceal violence. What follows in this document are the essay pages that 

can be found on ManufacturingRedemption.com. 

 

 

  

http://www.manufacturingredemption.com/
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1. Performative Togetherness 

71 

Certain fissures can momentarily disrupt the flow of capitalism. On September 

11, 2001, television reporting on the fall of the World Trade Centre was virtually 

uninterrupted by advertisements. On May 1, 2011, the regularly-scheduled airing of 

Donald Trump’s reality show ‘Celebrity Apprentice’ was preempted with Barack Obama 

announcing the killing of Osama Bin Laden. And on May 29 and May 30, 2020, Reebok 

and Adidas set aside their marketplace competition and brand rivalry to retweet Nike’s 

call-to-action encouraging their followers to “all be part of the change” in combating 

racial injustice, #UntilWeAllWin.  

                                                
71 Nike, “Let’s All Be Part of the Change. #UntilWeAllWin Https://T.Co/GuhAG48Wbp,” Tweet, @Nike , 
May 29, 2020, https://twitter.com/Nike/status/1266502116463370241. 

Figure 9 Nike on Twitter. May 29, 2020 
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For once, Don’t Do It. Don’t pretend there’s not a problem in 

America. Don’t turn your back on racism. Don’t accept 

innocent lives being taken from us. Don’t make any more 

excuses. Don’t think this doesn’t affect you. Don’t sit back 

and be silent. Don’t think you can’t be part of the change. 

Let’s all be part of the change.72 

 

Nike was not the first brand to comment on the murder of George Floyd and the 

protests that ensued. They weren’t the most forceful in their pronouncement. They 

weren’t the first company to talk about the action they would be taking to “be part of the 

change.” But their voice is loud. With over 8 million Twitter followers, they are among 

the top 20 most-followed brands on the platform73. The short video that contained their 

call-to-action has been viewed 7.7 million times. 

This is a thing Nike does: they make videos that millions of people will see. On 

Feb 24, 2020, a video tribute to Kobe Bryant was watched 3.6 million times. A ‘brand 

anthem’ video posted on March 23 was watched 33.6 million times. These are the kind 

of numbers aspired to by Adidas. With roughly ¼ the market cap of Nike (Adidas: 

                                                
72 Nike, “Let’s All Be Part of the Change. #UntilWeAllWin Https://T.Co/GuhAG48Wbp,” Tweet, @Nike , 
May 29, 2020, https://twitter.com/Nike/status/1266502116463370241.. 
73 “25 Most Followed Brands on Twitter in 2019 - Unmetric Social Media Analytics Blog,” accessed 
February 6, 2021, https://blog.unmetric.com/most-followed-brands-on-twitter. 
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$54.96 billion74; Nike: $221.84 billion75), it’s not surprising that Adidas would want to 

attach themselves to their competitor’s virality. 

Together is how we move forward. 

Together is how we make change.76 

Adidas didn’t just retweet Nike’s statement, they made it their own. They underlined a 

spirit of togetherness that was central to Nike’s “Let’s all be part of the change” 

message. 

                                                
74 “ADIDAS AG NA O.N. (ADS.DE) Stock Price, News, Quote & History - Yahoo Finance,” accessed 
February 6, 2021, https://finance.yahoo.com/quote/ADS.DE. 
75 “Nike, Inc. (NKE) Stock Price, News, Quote & History - Yahoo Finance,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://finance.yahoo.com/quote/NKE/. 
76 adidas, “Together Is How We Move Forward.  Together Is How We Make Change.,” Tweet, @adidas , 
May 30, 2020, https://twitter.com/adidas/status/1266594990559379457. 

Figure 10 @Adidas’ brand statement 
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Adidas and Nike have been rivals for decades, jockeying for the best athletic and 

celebrity endorsements, the latest technological innovations, and the best style77. Nike 

got its start as a shoe-importer “chasing Adidas” through the 60s and 70s, ultimately 

surpassing their dominance in 1980 and more or less solidifying the position of market 

leader by signing Michael Jordan in 1984 only after Adidas had passed on the 

opportunity. 

Adidas’ act of promoting Nike’s message to their own 3.7 million followers needs to be 

interpreted in the context of this deep, intense, and expensive competition. 

How does one interpret this action? A generous reading is that Adidas 

completely agrees with the sentiment of Nike’s call-to-action. They care about progress 

and know that more progress can come from amplifying one message. A less generous 

reading is that Adidas saw an opportunity to make a connection in the minds of 

consumers that the category leader, Nike, is together with the laggard, Adidas. It 

                                                
77 Knight, Phil.Shoe Dog: A Memoir by the Creator of Nike (Scribner, New York. 2016.) 
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creates the impression that both brands are on the same level. In either reading, the 

killing of a Black man is used to ask you to pay attention to a company that charges $22 

for a three pack of non-medical face masks. 

There is no reading that can ignore the insidious wink that says “look, we’re shoe 

companies but we’re being friends.” It mocks the killing. It mocks the fight for justice. 

Social brands – that is, brands that have developed a voice and persona on 

social platforms – have regularly used the consumer perception of rivalry to call 

attention to themselves. By speaking directly to a competitive brand or staging a 

collaboration, brands aim to make themselves appear more human and more 

interesting. And they also aim to double their audience. 

Figure 11 Adidas selling face masks 
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In 2015, Burger King created an invitation to their rival McDonald’s on the social 

platform tumblr, suggesting that the two fast-food giants get together to make a 

collaborative burger to raise awareness of the International Day of Peace (an occasion 

started by the UN to call for ceasefires in ongoing wars: “The United Nations invites all 

nations and people to honour a cessation of hostilities during the Day, and to otherwise 

commemorate the Day through education and public awareness on issues related to 

peace”78). In the corporate appeal to McDonald’s (which they rejected), Burger King 

featured Jeremy Gilley – the founder of the related charity Peace One Day – who 

pointed out that “corporate activation on this scale creates mass awareness, and 

awareness creates action and action saves lives.”79 Corporate activation creates mass 

awareness.  

The term “corporate activation” or “brand activation” is an ad industry term that 

means doing stuff to get noticed. It’s not an ‘ad’ as it’s commonly known, and it’s not a 

                                                
78 IISD’s SDG Knowledge Hub, “Event: International Day of Peace 2020 | SDG Knowledge Hub | IISD,” 
accessed February 6, 2021, https://sdg.iisd.org:443/events/international-day-of-peace-2020/. 
79 Burger King® UK, Burger King  | #McWhopperProposal, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=goShmxcIbXA&ab_channel=BurgerKing%C2%AEUK. 

Figure 12 The McWhopper 
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celebrity endorsement or a sponsorship. It’s an act – however big or small – that gives 

consumers a reason to think about a brand, to look at a brand, and hopefully to 

purchase a brand. They are not usually about a brand’s product offering. They do not 

usually get into why you should purchase something, or the price. They just get your 

attention and hope to be shared. Sharing the tweet of a rival and declaring that you 

stand beside them is a brand activation. It is designed to get consumers to think about 

the brands that are acting. It is designed to be shared and have their brand name 

spread. 

Every brand that has ‘spoken out’ following George Floyd’s murder is seeking 

redemption itself for its role in consumerism/capitalism and what it has wrought and 

offering the consumer redemption as well through an ability to “fulfill a whole series of 

ethical duties”80 through continued support of the brand. In doing so, the company 

makes themselves part of the story of the struggle for racial justice. Adidas and 

Reebok’s performance of togetherness takes this further by asking their audiences to 

think about or equate their struggle for share of the footwear market alongside this.81 

  

                                                
80 Zizek, “First as Tragedy, Then as Farce.” 
81 Reebok, “#UntilWeAllWin,” Tweet, @reebok , May 30, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/reebok/status/1266745909544615936. 

Figure 13 @Reebok’s brand statement 
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2. The Look of the Statement 

On social media, brand responses to anything – let alone highly visible social 

justice issues – take time, and effort, and creative people, and meetings, and revisions, 

and approvals, and more people. They do not just happen and they are not easily 

produced. They sometimes can be less taxing on resources and take the form of a 

simple, short letter signed by a CEO or other corporate officer, but recently – and 

especially in the case of responses to the killing of George Floyd and the protests that 

followed – brand statements and responses are image files that a graphic designer has 

worked on. They are digital artefacts that are arrived at through committee by consulting 

brand guidelines and style guides. They’re arrived at through conversations about a 

brand’s purpose, its voice, its archetype, its content strategy, its choice of typography. 

The thought, skill, and effort behind these responses is not necessarily evident to 

a brand’s audience. They appear to be mass-produced or machine-generated. They 

have a form that can be easily imagined as a default setting on Photoshop: export to 

corporate social responsibility statement. 
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But the reality is that this sameness is deliberate. Not every brand that has made a 

statement has taken this form, and there are variations and subchoices (Do we include 

any of our brand words in here? Do we include our logo? Should we talk about what 

Figure 14 A sampling of brand statements 
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we’re doing next?), but common elements persist: simple bold white text on a black 

background.  

In crafting these responses, brands and the creative agencies they work with 

have gone back to the basics of creating iconic design. The popular introduction to 

brand design, ‘Logo Design Love: A Guide To Creating Iconic Brand Identities,’ 

highlights the essential elements of iconic design: 

 

i. KEEP IT SIMPLE 

“The simplest solution is often the most effective.”82 

83 

The audience is drawn first to the bold statements, which are short and simple. The 

cascading lines can be taken in one glance as a block of meaning; reading is barely 

                                                
82 David Airey, Logo Design Love: A Guide to Creating Iconic Brand Identities, Voices That Matter (New 
Riders, 2014). 
83 ViacomCBS, “Https://T.Co/H4RVJqCZ5C,” Tweet, @ViacomCBS , May 31, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/ViacomCBS/status/1267137901579710465. 

Figure 15 ViacomCBS on Twitter, May 31 2020 



 
 

48 
 

required. The statements are repetitive in structure and in substance. They already exist 

elsewhere making them easier to take in instantly. 

 

ii. MAKE IT RELEVANT 

“Your design must be relevant to the industry, your client, and the audience to which 

you’re catering.”84 

85 

Mercedes-Benz’s take leans on the brand’s style guide and brand language. The text 

appears in the brand’s standard Corporate A BQ Light font, indicating that this is the 

brand speaking and not an individual. To people that may be primed to pay attention to 

Mercedes-Benz ads, this is an ad, appearing almost identical to the end of every video 

they have produced in the last decade. Their choice of language – “we are not at our 

                                                
84 Airey, Logo Design Love. 
85 Mercedes-Benz USAㅤ, “When Injustice Occurs, People Have a Responsibility to Speak out. 

Companies Have a Responsibility to Take Action. We’re Making a Donation to the NAACP Legal Defense 
Fund and Invite You to Join Us. See the Link to Donate: Https://T.Co/ZznsE8ZZcD 
Https://T.Co/Nvhxyvn3XY,” Tweet, @MercedesBenzUSA , June 2, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/MercedesBenzUSA/status/1267620071993675776. 

Figure 16 Mercedes-Benz USA on Twitter, 
June 1, 2020 
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best” – plays with the brand tagline “The Best or Nothing,” and equally indicates that this 

has the same status as a brand ad. 

 

iii. INCORPORATE TRADITION 

“When it comes to logo design and brand identity, it’s best to leave trends to the fashion 

industry. Trends come and go like the wind and the last thing you want to do is invest a 

significant amount of your time and your client’s money in a design that will become 

dated almost overnight.”86  

87         88 

                                                
86 Airey, Logo Design Love. 
87 JP Leddy, “#BlackLivesMatter #ICantBreathe Protests in the Castro #LGBT Http://T.Co/Bxv8YxFyqH,” 
Tweet, @Jonpaulleddy , December 24, 2014, 
https://twitter.com/Jonpaulleddy/status/547803191992012803. 
88 The Crisis Magazine, “Republican Activists and #NYPD Union Bosses Unite to Undermine the 
#BlackLivesMatter Movement. Http://T.Co/Sef4NFjVME Http://T.Co/T8xXkSVE6l,” Tweet, @thecrisismag 
, December 30, 2014, https://twitter.com/thecrisismag/status/549917520053166083. 

Figure 18 Protests in the Castro 

Figure 17 Protests in New York 
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White text on a black background has been a dominant style of Black Lives Matter 

protest signs and t-shirts since at least 2014. These brands tap into the iconic style of 

such signs to align their brand message with the movement. 

 

iv. AIM FOR DISTINCTION 

“The best strategy is to focus initially on a design that is recognizable. So recognizable, 

in fact, that just its shape or outline gives it away.”89  

90 

Some brands, such as Starbucks seen here, do not want to lose the existing 

distinctiveness of their brand. They retain their brand colours and their mark/logo. The 

company has gone through two major (re)branding exercises in the past decade. While 

                                                
89 Airey, Logo Design Love. 
90 Starbucks Coffee, “Https://T.Co/CUXFFEY9yQ,” Tweet, @Starbucks , June 1, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/Starbucks/status/1267528175870857216. 

Figure 19 Starbucks on Twitter, June 1 2020 
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the specifics of their investment aren’t known, their competitor Dunkin Donuts spent 

$100 million on their recent rebrand.91 

 

v. COMMIT TO MEMORY 

“Quite often, one quick glance is all the time you get to make an impression.”92 

93 

“Can’t beat the feeling.” “Can’t beat the real thing.” “Always Coca-Cola.” “Open 

Happiness.” Coca-Cola knows memorable slogans. Together we must. 

 

vi. THINK SMALL 

                                                
91 “Dunkin’ Donuts Invests $100 Million in Brand Refresh - WSJ,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/dunkin-donuts-invests-100-million-in-brand-refresh-1535707800. 
92  Airey, Logo Design Love. 
93 Coca-Cola, “Building a Better Future Means Joining Together as We Move Forward. We Are Donating 
to @100blackmen as a Part of the Effort to End Systemic Racism and Bring True Equality to All. This Is 
Just a First Step. #BlackLivesMatter Https://T.Co/QqwYseKjAS,” Tweet, @CocaCola , June 3, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/CocaCola/status/1268176865967169537. 

Figure 20 Coca-Cola on Twitter, June 3 2020 
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“In creating a versatile design, simplicity is key. Your design should ideally work at a 

minimum size of around one inch, without loss of detail.”94 

95 

As Twitter is accessed primarily on small, mobile screens, legible, bold text is essential. 

The platform is set up to let users share legible text by default but these brands have 

turned to Twitter’s own research to inform their choice to make their Statement not just 

text, but a small image of text. Their analysis of 2 million posts on their platform found 

that “people don’t engage equally with every Tweet. But now we can confirm that adding 

video, links and photos all result in an impressive boost in the number of Retweets.” 

Having an image in a tweet boosts retweets by around 35%.96  

  

                                                
94  Airey, Logo Design Love. 
95 FOX, “Https://T.Co/T8G9DsnhsB,” Tweet, @FOXTV , May 31, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/FOXTV/status/1267210966317494272. 
96 “What Fuels a Tweet’s Engagement?,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://blog.twitter.com/en_us/a/2014/what-fuels-a-tweets-engagement.html. 

Figure 21 FOXTV on Twitter, May 31 2020 
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vii. FOCUS ON ONE THING 

“Iconic designs that stand apart from the crowd have just one feature to help them stand 

out.”97 

98 

Many brands, such as Lego, chose to make their Statement about the one thing their 

company planned to do in response to the murder of George Floyd. 

*** 

These responses employ design best practices while also conveying that a brand 

is serious, modern, and ethical. High contrast. Sans serif. Short statements. They 

signify that the brand is acting differently, but is not completely different. They signify 

that the brand wants to be grown up for a moment, but doesn’t plan on forgetting what 

consumers love about them. Like a child wearing a slightly-too-large suit to a funeral, 

they convey they are being reflective without knowing what it means to be reflective. 

                                                
97 Airey, Logo Design Love. 
98 LEGO, “Https://T.Co/GpWKJ8pr7V,” Tweet, @LEGO_Group , June 3, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/LEGO_Group/status/1268216876498399237. 

Figure 22 LEGO on Twitter, June 3 2020 
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These works are exercises in condensing the brand to its most basic and serious form. 

The bright colours, fun, and liveliness that dominate these brands’ social media output 

are removed from the text and typography but a hint of the brand remains. The 

prevalent mode is order. 

The typographer must analyze and reveal the inner order of 

the text, as a musician must reveal the inner order of the 

music he performs. But the reader, like the listener, should in 

retrospect be able to close her eyes and see what lies inside 

the words she has been reading. The typographic 

performance must reveal, not replace, the inner composition. 

Typographers, like other artists and craftsmen – musicians, 

composers and authors as well – must as a rule do their work 

and disappear.99 

 
The sparseness of these designs enhances that feeling that these are automated and 

simple-to-create brand expressions. The work almost disappears, leaving the 

impression of a pure, heart-felt expression by an entity you know to be unable to have a 

heart. 

Almost. 

In their review of brand theories present in contemporary management and 

critical academic work, Bode and Kjeldgaard uncover three dominant brand discourses. 

                                                
99 Robert Bringhurst, Elements of Typographic Style, 2nd ed edition (Point Roberts, WA: Hartley & Marks, 
1997). 21. 
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These are metaphoric models that “(structure) the way brands are treated in the 

academic literature and managed in practice.”100 The authors explain the brand-as-

culture model as conceiving of brands as products of cultural connections and 

meanings made elsewhere. 

(T)he brand Coca-Cola is neither located on the product or in 

the mind of users. Rather, the brand Coca-Cola can be found 

in a cultural space as a configuration of meanings, which are 

contextually created … With such a sense-making 

mechanism, brands are seen as the products of culture and 

reside in culture.101 

The audience uses the brand’s actions and designs to create the brand from other 

meanings and associations.  

As branding and public space activists repurposed brand action in the 90s and 

2000s to call attention to corporate wrongdoing through culture jamming, the brands 

that have made a Statement are repurposing the Black Lives Matter aesthetic to inform 

                                                
100 Matthias Bode and Dannie Kjeldgaard, “Brand Doings in a Performative Perspective,” in Contemporary 
Consumer Culture Theory (New York ; London: Routledge, 2017). 
101 Bode and Kjeldgaard. 
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a new configuration of meaning. A sort of “actual culture” jamming (or, a jamming of 

actual culture). 

102 

By putting very few words in white text on black background they align themselves 

safely with a political movement they are not all willing to endorse. They borrow the 

meaning signified by the look of Black Lives Matter to amplify their brands. 

 

                                                
102 “Join the Joe Chemo Campaign!,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
http://www.joechemo.org/campaign.htm. 

Figure 23 Adbusters, Joe Chemo 
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3. Brand Purpose 

103 

In 2018 the Association of National Advertisers (ANA) (an ad industry association 

focused on events, conferences, and government lobbying and representing “some of 

the most powerful and influential brands and nonprofits in the world”104 selected “brand 

purpose” as the marketing word of the year. The ANA has been making such 

declarations for several years, highlighting buzz words that are indicative of what brands 

are most focused on in their marketing efforts. In previous years the marketing word of 

the year has been ‘artificial intelligence’ (2017), ‘transparency’ (2016), and ‘content 

marketing’ (2015), all of which remain concerns and areas of investment for marketers. 

                                                
103 Victoria’s Secret, “Read the Full Statement from Our CEO: Https://T.Co/ROyLkYpvAy 
Https://T.Co/8lsmMV1yNp,” Tweet, @VictoriasSecret , June 2, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/VictoriasSecret/status/1267610650907459585. 
104 “Center for Brand Purpose | ANA,” accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.ana.net/brand-purpose. 

Figure 24 Victoria’s Secret on Twitter, June 1, 2020 
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Also in 2018, the ANA established the ANA Center for Brand Purpose105 to “fuel 

business growth by helping marketers create purpose-driven, strategic programs and 

solutions for their products and services”106. 

In their press release announcing “brand purpose” as the 2018 marketing word of 

the year, they included this explanation of the term: 

Brand purpose represents an opportunity to ground 

ourselves in being relevant to customers. You need a reason 

or purpose to be in front of them, one that speaks directly to 

a customer need or a problem you will solve at a specific 

moment in time. We can’t be successful just by shouting the 

benefits of our brand and why they should buy. The bar is 

now higher.107  

Put simply, the thinking is that people are more likely to spend their money and attention 

on brands that care in the same way they do. This differs from traditional corporate 

social responsibility by being foregrounded in all of a brand’s actions. Donating a 

percentage of profits to a cause does not equate to purpose. Purpose can only be 

expressed through continual performance. 

Alice Tybout of Northwestern Kellogg points out a secondary but important 

function of brands tapping into their purpose in their messaging: 

                                                
105 “Center for Brand Purpose | ANA.” 
106 “ANA 2018 Marketing Word of the Year: Brand Purpose | Industry Insights | All MKC Content | ANA,” 
accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.ana.net/miccontent/show/id/ii-2018-ana-word-of-year. 
107 “‘Brand Purpose’ Voted ANA Marketing Word of The Year For 2018,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.ana.net/content/show/id/pr-2018-word-year. 
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Brands struggle to have news value that will sustain them 

and involve them in an ongoing conversation … If I tell you 

how safe Volvo is, that’s great, but there’s not any more to 

talk about. However, if I tell you about how Volvo is 

operating to serve the larger goal of saving lives and helping 

people beyond merely making cars, that’s different. It gives 

you a basis for an ongoing conversation, whereas if you stick 

really close to your product features, there’s not as much for 

someone to pass along in terms of your company. It 

enriches the discussion.108  

Purpose gives brands something to talk about. It gives them a reason to take part in 

social media “conversation” and to act, decoupled from specifically selling a product. 

Research on the efficacy of “brand purpose”-driven marketing is inconclusive 

though the Unilever brand ‘Dove’ is a useful case study in how and why brand purpose 

can guide a brand’s actions. A brand’s purpose isn’t always explicitly stated, but Dove’s 

website makes theirs pretty clear:  

At Dove, we have a vision of a world where beauty is a 

source of confidence, not anxiety. Our mission is to ensure 

the next generation grow up enjoying a positive relationship 

with the way they look – helping girls to raise their self-

esteem and realise their full potential.109  

                                                
108 Alice M Tybout, “Kellogg on Branding in a Hyper-Connected World,” Wiley Online, accessed July 19, 
2020, https://learning.oreilly.com/library/view/kellogg-on-branding/9781119533184/. 
109 “Our Vision,” Dove US, accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.dove.com/us/en/stories/about-
dove/our-vision.html. 
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This purpose helped the brand grow from $2.5 billion in sales to $4 billion in 

sales within a decade110. 

Their message framed the brand as the alternative to unhealthy beauty 

standards and body images, and gave Dove the ability to create pieces of content – not 

product advertisements – that were widely shared and viewed by tens of millions of 

people. 

https://youtu.be/iYhCn0jf46U 20 million views111 

 

https://youtu.be/XpaOjMXyJGk 69 million views112 

 

Purpose is wielded by brands as a tool to attract a wider audience by tapping into the 

audience’s ideals and by giving those brands more reasons and opportunities to speak. 

Whether or not a brand’s products actually fulfill that purpose has little bearing on a 

brand’s ability and willingness to act as though they do. 

The clothing and beauty retailer Victoria’s Secret has been criticized over the 

past several years for being out of touch with the expectations and ideals of their 

audience. In 2014, their “Perfect Body” campaign was met with backlash online and 

petitions which eventually led to the company changing the campaign’s name and 

replacing some of its imagery113. The campaign suggested that their products were 

                                                
110 “Ten Years In, Dove’s ‘Real Beauty’ Seems to Be Aging Well,” January 22, 2014, 
https://adage.com/article/news/ten-years-dove-s-real-beauty-aging/291216. 
111 Tim Piper, Dove Evolution, 2006, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iYhCn0jf46U&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=TimPiper. 
112 Dove US, Dove Real Beauty Sketches | You’re More Beautiful than You Think (3mins), 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XpaOjMXyJGk&feature=youtu.be&ab_channel=DoveUS. 
113 “Victoria’s Secret ‘Perfect Body’ Campaign Changes Slogan After Backlash,” HuffPost Canada, 
November 6, 2014, https://www.huffpost.com/entry/victorias-secret-perfect-body-campaign_n_6115728. 

https://youtu.be/iYhCn0jf46U
https://youtu.be/XpaOjMXyJGk
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made for or gave their audience the perfect body. Imagery in the campaign made it 

clear what exactly was meant by the “perfect body”: the tall, thin “supermodel” body that 

the brand has been featuring in their advertisements for years. 

Their retreat from certain aspects of that campaign did not change the fact that 

these beauty standards remained in their retail stores and in their annual televised 

lingerie fashion show. In 2018 when the head of marketing for the brand was asked 

specifically about the show’s exclusivity and whether there was any chance of including 

plus-sized or transgender models in the show, he responded “No, I don’t think we 

should. Well, why not? Because the show is a fantasy. It’s a 42-minute entertainment 

special. That’s what it is.”114  These comments again led to online backlash, and 

criticism and boycotts from former models and performers. 

The brand had an exclusivity problem. They presented themselves through these 

actions and words as a brand that does not let everyone in. 

Victoria’s Secret began to pivot toward a new brand purpose. In late 2018 the 

CEO stepped down; in May 2019 the company announced they would be rethinking 

their annual fashion show; in August 2019, they signed an openly transgender woman 

for the first time; in October 2019 they launched a campaign featuring transgender and 

plus-sized models; throughout 2019 the brand’s social channels began to feature more 

racial diversity115; in November 2019 they decided to scrap their fashion show 

altogether and stated on an earnings call that they “think it’s important to evolve the 

                                                
114 Emily Yahr, “Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show Can’t Escape Controversy as Performer Slams ‘Lack of 
Inclusivity,’” Washington Post, accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/arts-
entertainment/2018/12/03/victorias-secret-fashion-show-cant-escape-controversy-performer-slams-lack-
inclusivity/. 
115 “The Victoria’s Secret ‘Woke’ Rebrand Is Only Skin Deep | Priya Elan,” the Guardian, February 24, 
2020, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/feb/24/victorias-secret-woke-lingerie-diversity. 
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messaging of Victoria’s Secret.”116 In the midst of declining sales, online protest, and an 

old business model the brand – without stating explicitly – began to suggest that 

inclusion was important to them. 

This is what brings us to the brand’s Twitter post (cross-posted from Instagram) 

on June 1, 2020. The image shared reads: 

We are sad. 

We are sickened.  

We must do better. 

Inclusion makes us stronger.117 

It’s accompanied by a longer statement from the CEO: 

This unparalleled moment in our history has reinforced that 

every person is precious and deserving of equal dignity, 

respect and treatment. Across many U.S. communities, 

horrifying incidents, such as in Minneapolis, remind us of the 

ugliness of racism that continues to infect our world and 

plague our society. During this time of social unrest and a 

global pandemic, the complexities of the emotions around us 

and in us need a true north. That true north is our values. 

The words INCLUSION MAKES US STRONGER … are more 

meaningful now than ever. Our values are rooted in the fair 

                                                
116 “The Victoria’s Secret Fashion Show Is Not Happening This Year: Friday Wake-Up Call | Ad Age,” 
accessed February 6, 2021, https://adage.com/article/news/victorias-secret-fashion-show-not-happening-
year-friday-wake-call/2218186. 
117 “Victoria’s Secret on Instagram: ‘An Excerpt from Our CEO to Our Associates: This Unparalleled 
Moment in Our History Has Reinforced That Every Person Is Precious And…,’” accessed February 6, 
2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CA6Xt2sgVX8/. 
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and equitable treatment of every person in every interaction, 

every time. Hate and intolerance of any kind have no place in 

our society, and they are not acceptable at L Brands. I know 

you share my commitment to living our values, and I 

encourage you to use this as an opportunity to come together, 

be kinder and listen with even more curiosity, vulnerability and 

understanding. Each of us must reflect and ask ourselves the 

difficult question of what we are doing to condemn prejudice 

and promote inclusion. 

Andrew Meslow, CEO 

Our commitment: 

 We will listen to our associates and customers as we 

continue this dialogue – and not rest until we make 

progress. 

 We will enhance training to educate and equip 

associates to inspire change and live our values. 

 We will increase our investment by at least $1 million in 

organizations that fund the fight against racism and 

inequality. 

 We will hold ourselves accountable.118 

 

                                                
118 “Victoria’s Secret on Instagram: ‘An Excerpt from Our CEO to Our Associates: This Unparalleled 
Moment in Our History Has Reinforced That Every Person Is Precious And….’” 
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Their response to racism and racial justice protests incorporates and makes explicit 

their new brand purpose.  

A ‘brand purpose’ by its nature of giving an audience something else to look at, 

think about, and watch, works in part by helping to conceal the truth of the product for 

sale. Sut Jhally pointed out that modern commodities themselves “do not bear the 

signature of their makers, whose motives and actions we might (previously have been 

able to) access because we know who they were.”119  Because of the “richly-textured 

social composition” of commodities, they are  

a unity of what is revealed and what is concealed in the 

processes of production and consumption … (as) they draw 

a veil across their own origins: products appear and 

disappear before consumers’ eyes as if by spontaneous 

generation, and it is an astute shopper indeed who has any 

idea at all about what most things are composed of.120  

‘Brand purpose’ inverts this, attempting to make the brand’s real commodity its means 

of production by stating – illusory or not – the motives and actions behind those who 

shape the brand. In this way it shifts advertising from a fetishism of commodities to a 

fetishism of performed social relations.  

                                                
119 Jhally, Codes of Advertising. 50. 
120 Jhally. 49. 
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4. With Time 

 

Figure 25 Disney on Twitter, May 31, 2020 

121 

Disney is known and admired widely for the worlds it creates and the images and 

words that make those worlds seem real. They are a media powerhouse that controls 

ABC Entertainment, Lucasfilm/Star Wars, Marvel, ESPN, Pixar, 20th Century Fox, and 

a growing list of others: their words and images significantly shape our world. They are 

the second largest global media company, with $69.57 billion in revenue in 2019. 

Across many of those dominant properties, Disney exercised message discipline on 

May 31. 

 

                                                
121 Disney, “Https://T.Co/2ADW4KGmy5,” Tweet, @Disney , May 31, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/Disney/status/1267224613152571393. 
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Figure 26 Star Wars on Twitter, May 31, 2020 

122 

 

Figure 27 Marvel on Twitter, May 31, 2020 

123 

 

                                                
122 Star Wars, “Https://T.Co/BCS1PpNp7h,” Tweet, @starwars , May 31, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/starwars/status/1267224639706550273. 
123 Marvel Studios, “Https://T.Co/MIYKHdnCE3,” Tweet, @MarvelStudios , May 31, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/MarvelStudios/status/1267202512857096192. 
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Figure 28 Pixar on Twitter, May 31, 2020 

124 

As a company held up by many for its memorable words and images (Pinnocchio 

and “Always let your conscience be your guide,” Peter Pan and “Think happy 

thoughts”), it is notable that it chose to not stand out here. “We must unite and speak 

out” is positioned as a rallying cry at the end of the 28 word statement. It responds to 

the passive 21 words that come before it. The statement points to what Disney plans to 

do in the future (unite and speak out), and implies what they’ve already done in the past 

(standing against racism, standing for inclusion). It doesn’t have the memorable quality 

of a Disney catchphrase, and it’s false. 

It is instructive to compare this to another form of Disney messaging. In 

November of 2019 Disney launched its streaming video service, Disney Plus. The 

                                                
124 Pixar, “Https://T.Co/EVdalCzxaj,” Tweet, @Pixar , May 31, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/Pixar/status/1267224644714717184. 
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service hosts hundreds of movies and television shows from Disney’s past with content 

dating back almost 100 years. On the Disney Plus sign-up page, in the same Futura PT 

Medium font used in their “We must unite and speak out” statement, they boast: “The 

best stories in the world, all in one place.” Many of those best stories in the world, 

though, are acknowledged as containing – in Disney’s words – “outdated cultural 

depictions.” 

  

 

Figure 29 Peter Pan (1953), landing page, Disney+ 

Figure 30 Davy Crocket – King of the Wild Frontier (1955), landing page, Disney+ 
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The statement Disney shared on May 31 is in the same genre as these 

disclaimers in front of “Disney classics.” The statement is less like a memorable 

inspiring call to action and more like a compulsory consumer warning that manipulates 

ideas of time and the past to exonerate action. These messages work to say that was 

then; that was in the past. Audiences can rest easy knowing that the brand’s actions 

from a different time do not represent their current and future intentions to unite and 

speak out. Time is wielded here to “provide meaning” where a logical explanation or 

exploration of history may have been deemed inappropriate125. Time, as a means of 

measurement and as abstract possession, has always been plied to mark difference126, 

justify colonialism, and to control Blackness.  

(T)ime in the context of whiteness is fueled by notions of 

“inventible” and “unbounded” development and progress. 

                                                
125 Damien M. Sojoyner, “Dissonance in Time: (Un)Making and (Re)Mapping of Blackness,” in Futures of 
Black Radicalism (London: Verso, 2017). 
126 Sojoyner. 

Figure 31 The Three Caballeros (1945), landing page, Disney+ 
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The grand narrative of expansion in the United States is 

governed by omniscient renderings of time. The ideological 

underpinning of manifest destiny, the violent nation-driving 

process that provides contemporary boundaries (or lack 

thereof) to the United States, is governed by this limitless 

sense of time.127 

As the platform owner and creator, Disney relies on those omniscient renderings. It 

reproduces the stories that revel in that limitless sense of time, and it masks and 

manipulates ideas of the past and their past action. 

A notable omission from Disney Plus’ catalogue is the controversial, virtually 

unobtainable film ‘The Song of the South.’ The film is based on a collection of folklore 

which the white writer Joel Chandler Harris adapted from tales told by Black people in 

the post-reconstruction southern United States. In the film, Uncle Remus guides white 

children to moral decisions through sharing with them tales of Brer Rabbit. It was 

criticized for its racist mythmaking and depictions on its release by the New York Times 

and the NAACP yet it continued to make money for Disney, being re-released and 

distributed from 1946 until 1986128. 

With time, Disney changed the way they marketed the film. As Jason Sperb 

points out, the official poster for each re-release focused less and less over the years on 

                                                
127 Sojoyner. 
128 Jason Sperb, “‘Take a Frown, Turn It Upside Down’: Splash Mountain, Walt Disney World, and the 
Cultural De-Rac[e]-Ination of Disney’s Song of the South (1946),” The Journal of Popular Culture 38, no. 
5 (2005): 924–38. 
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the Uncle Remus character129. By the final release in 1986, the character was barely 

noticeable as the animated characters of his Brer Rabbit stories became the stars. 

 

With time, the overt racist tropes were hidden. With time, the film was framed as 

a colourful, friendly story about mischievous animals. The most well-known and 

                                                
129 Sperb. 

Figure 32 Song of the South 
promotional poster, 1946 

Figure 33 Song of the South 
promotional poster, 1986 
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disturbing animal tale that Uncle Remus recounts in the film is that of Brer Rabbit and 

the “tar baby.” Brer Fox and Brer Bear devise a plan to catch the elusive Brer Rabbit. 

Their plan is to construct what they call a “tar baby”: a doll made out of black tar, with 

white button eyes. As they had hoped, Brer Rabbit comes upon this “tar baby” and is 

offended when it refuses to engage in conversation. It sits, stubborn and rude. Brer 

Rabbit attacks the “tar baby” for its insolence and becomes covered with and stuck in 

the pitch. Around the time of the film’s final release, Disney decided to turn this absurd 

and racist depiction into a ride called Splash Mountain at its Disneyland and 

Disneyworld theme parks. 

When the ride opened Disney could have gone the compulsory consumer 

warning route. They could have warned riders that the ride “contained outdated cultural 

depictions.” Instead they removed what they deemed to be the most offensive elements 

from their film. No Uncle Remus, no “tar baby,” no racist interpretations of Black 

southern accents. They tried to construct a more modern tale of Brer Rabbit, with honey 

and a beehive replacing the “tar baby.” They tried to extract it from the time that they 

deemed to be racist because that moment in time was the problem. Not the story, not 

the structure, not the system that allowed for its 40 year re-circulation. 

Splash Mountain is emblematic of the ways we avoid what we think of as 

problems from the past. Fantasies are constructed and sold, and those fantasies  

serve to shroud from our view the distasteful, brutal, often 

racist implications that are an inescapable feature of their 

construction … The liminal periods, the plummets around 
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which the narrative of Splash Mountain is structured, are 

rites of initiation into a racist culture.130  

The ride depicts this reconstructed tale through music and animatronic animals playing 

out scenes from the story. At the end, riders are dropped several stories and splashed 

with gallons of water. At this moment they are, as Mauro puts it,  

at the heart of racial confusion and anxiety at Disney, Inc… 

(the fall) blinds and numbs riders to the gap that yawns 

between the acknowledged racist story through which they 

are being ushered and the need to suppress the racist 

nature of that story.131 

For several years many have criticized the existence of the ride and have 

encouraged Disney to close it or reconstruct it. In June of 2020, in the wake of the killing 

of George Floyd and following a Change.org petition to re-theme Splash Mountain, 

Disney announced that the ride will be reimagined to feature the story of their film The 

Princess and the Frog. Fittingly, this is a film that demonstrates that Disney’s outdated 

depictions continue, and demonstrates that Disney is a machine which reproduces 

racism again and again. The Princess and the Frog - from 2009 - features Disney’s first 

black princess character, and has itself been criticized for its presentation of race. A 

“predictable attempt to cash in on the contemporary Obama-esque, color-blindish liberal 

                                                
130 Jason Isaac Mauro, “Disney’s Splash Mountain: Death Anxiety, the Tar Baby, and Rituals of Violence,” 
Children’s Literature Association Quarterly 22, no. 3 (1997): 113–17. 
131 Mauro. 
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landscape,”132 the film is a “sanitized picture of the Jim Crow era”133 in which Black 

characters seem to not feel the effects of racism at that time and in which white 

characters “are harmless and comic: their power is not questioned.”134 It’s also worth 

noting that on the Disney+ landing page for The Princess and the Frog there is no 

mention (yet) of “outdated cultural depictions.” 

With time, outdated cultural depictions are covered up. With time, new fantasies 

are constructed and sold. 

 

  

                                                
132 Moon Charania and Wendy Simonds, “The Princess and the Frog,” Contexts 9, no. 3 (Summer 2010): 
69–71. 
133 Eve Benhamou and Eve Benhamou, “From the Advent of Multiculturalism to the Elision of Race: The 
Representation of Race Relations in Disney Animated Features (1995-2009),” Exchanges: The 
Interdisciplinary Research Journal 2, no. 1 (August 27, 2014): 153–67. 
134 Benhamou and Benhamou. 
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5. Being First 

It’s profitable to be first. 

Being first online gets attention. It has long been a trope on newsgroups, 

message boards, YouTube comments sections, and Reddit threads to proclaim that you 

are the “First!” to comment on something. The one-word semi-sarcastic response 

mocks the desire to be the first to have an opinion or have something worth 

contributing, but it also stakes a claim. Being first lets commenters plant their flag and 

signal to others that they have lost. It attempts to say, “I’m a little more special than 

you.” Newness and nowness are the central currencies of online discourse, and in the 

self-referential, ironic, and creative spaces of social media, there is an always-on 

competition to have the first great take, the first witty observation, the first anything. 

Successful social brands tend to model the behaviour of people who are 

successful on social media, and so it’s no surprise that they also want to be first. Brands 

have an added incentive for firstness. In bringing ideas and products to market many of 

them are driven by the theory of the first-mover advantage. As pointed out in Harvard 

Business Review, the concept is intuitive: it is “a firm’s ability to be better off than its 

competitors as a result of being first to market in a new product category.”135 If you’re 

the first brand to offer a razor blade subscription service, or the first brand to offer 

running shoes with space-age foam soles, you have something that differentiates your 

products from other brands. And brands bring that drive to be first into their advertising 

and marketing activity. 

                                                
135 “The Half-Truth of First-Mover Advantage,” Harvard Business Review, April 1, 2005, 
https://hbr.org/2005/04/the-half-truth-of-first-mover-advantage. 
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Fortunately for those brands looking to spend their advertising budgets, social 

media networks are constantly reworking the ad space they can sell to consumers. 

They are constantly creating new opportunities to be the first brand to do something by 

regularly rolling out new types of ad units and new ways to get in front of consumers. 

They use new ad options and features as a means of marketing to the brands that buy 

ad space off of them. A recent addition to advertising options on Reddit functions as a 

typical example of how social networks position these opportunities. In March of 2020 

Reddit introduced ‘promoted trending topics’ on their platform136. This ad space allows a 

brand to appear at the top of their popular “Trending” section for a price. When they 

announced this new ad unit to the industry they took the common approach of showing 

off great business results generated by the ad unit from a handful of brands they had 

partnered with to have beta access to the ability to use the Trending ad. During the 

promotion of this new ad unit, Reddit’s Vice President of Ads Product and Engineering 

said, “for Reddit, a large focus for 2020 is about maximizing new and premium 

opportunities for brands to authentically engage with Reddit users.”137 The company 

went on to cite the success that tech leaders Spotify and Adobe had seen in trying out 

the new format. These types of partnerships and early/beta access to ad opportunities – 

these new “premium opportunities for brands” – are used by social networks to 

strengthen relationships with important brands. Networks like Reddit recognize the 

appeal for brands to show up in a new way or be the first to market in a new space. 

                                                
136 “Reddit Takes on Twitter with Its First Trending Ad Product,” TechCrunch , accessed February 6, 
2021, https://social.techcrunch.com/2020/03/09/reddit-takes-on-twitter-with-its-first-trending-ad-product/. 
137 “Brands Can Now Pay to Trend on Reddit,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.adweek.com/performance-marketing/brands-can-pay-trend-reddit/. 
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Nike is widely regarded amongst advertisers and marketers as one of the most 

successful brands of all time. They consistently win the industry’s highest honours – the 

Cannes Lions, and The One Show – and regularly are ranked as advertiser or brand of 

the year across various industry lists. The Nike slogan and logo are better known and 

more pervasive in culture than most slogans and logos. As a leader in consumer 

messaging they have a history of being the first to market in new spaces, with new 

voices, and with new points of view. Among many other firsts, Nike was the first brand 

to use the ‘Beatles’ music in an advertising campaign; the first brand to launch its own 

social network, Nike+; the first brand to advertise in games on the WeChat platform; and 

the first brand to sell directly through Snapchat. 

They are a brand that values being first, being relevant, and acting quickly. Nike’s 

social media manager Wes Warfield has pointed out that finding that relevance is a 

process; it’s part of how their brand advertising is made: “We are always actively looking 

to take part in relevant conversations on social media since we obviously can’t be a part 

of every single one. Specifically, we look for where we can add value directly to 

customers’ lives.”138 The work that goes into finding opportunities to be first or be 

relevant is rarely written about as it happens under NDAs and within contracts between 

brands and the advertising agencies that craft their messages. But some particularly 

notable brand social media actions can, with time, have the story of how they came 

about told in public forums and shed light on what it takes to be first. 

                                                
138 “Nike’s Secret to Success on Instagram: Building an Engaged Community,” Buffer Resources, 
February 5, 2019, https://buffer.com/resources/instagram-community-nike/. 
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During the Superbowl in 2013 the power went out at the Mercedes-Benz 

Superdome in the third quarter, leading to a 22 minute delay in the game. Within 8 

minutes of the power outage, Oreo posted this to their Twitter account: 

139 

 

It was retweeted 15,000 times and became a story of its own with major outlets 

like CNN and The Wall Street Journal reporting about it. Making that one tweet with 

simplistic imagery and one line of copy involved planning, resources, and ultimately took 

15 people to craft. Brands invest in the ability to act quickly because they know it earns 

them the attention of new audiences and gets people to talk about them. Oreo’s Tweet 

helped to make “real-time marketing” a buzzword and sought-after discipline for many 

years. Brands and advertisers saw in that example that it was possible to comment on 

culture through social media almost instantly, and saw that people would pay attention. 

                                                
139 OREO Cookie, “Power out? No Problem. Http://T.Co/DnQ7pOgC,” Tweet, @Oreo , February 4, 2013, 
https://twitter.com/Oreo/status/298246571718483968. 

Figure 34 Oreo on Twitter, Feb 3, 2013 
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Nike was the first major brand to publicly comment on the killing of George Floyd. 

They shared this on May 29: 

140 

Aligning with social issues has long been a part of Nike’s brand. In 1995 they 

featured openly-gay and HIV-positive runner Ric Munoz at a time when few brands 

would speak out; their If You Let Me Play campaign in the 90s tackled gender equality 

and aimed to have more young girls and women involved in athletics; and in 2018 they 

prominently featured Colin Kaepernick when their major partner – the NFL – essentially 

fired him for speaking out about police brutality. Being there in the moment to comment 

on social justice issues has become part of the ‘Just Do It’ brand. Being first on these 

                                                
140 Nike, “Let’s All Be Part of the Change. #UntilWeAllWin Https://T.Co/GuhAG48Wbp.” 

Figure 35 Nike on Twitter, May 29, 2020 
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issues helped Nike bring in $39 billion in revenue in 2019. Being first on these issues 

helped enrich Nike’s predominantly white team of executives. 

The day that Nike shared their response to the killing of George Floyd, the 

webpage devoted to their executive team featured these ten faces: 

In a note to Nike employees, CEO John Donahoe has responded to the criticism 

of their all-white executive team: “Our most important priority is to get our own house in 

order … Nike needs to be better than society as a whole. While we have made some 

progress in recent years, we have a long way to go.” 

Being the first to show support is a lot easier than getting one’s house in order. 

 

Figure 36 Nike’s board of directors on the day of their brand statement 
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6. Blackout Tuesday 

The Black Lives Matter movement is a social media movement, but it is of course 

much more than that. It is also organizers mobilizing for political change; it is people 

bearing witness to police brutality against Black people; it is people in the streets 

protesting injustice. The movement and hashtag were started in 2013 by Alicia Garza, 

Opal Tometti and Patrice Cullors “in response to the acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s 

murderer, George Zimmerman”141, and it expanded greatly in 2014 after the murders of 

Michael Brown in Ferguson and Eric Garner in New York. People spoke out and 

protested following those killings using #BlackLivesMatter online and shouting the 

words in the streets. It functioned on Twitter and other social media platforms as a way 

to call for change and as a way to organize. 

Despite social platforms being centrally owned and controlled on the macro scale 

(the platforms decide who can participate and what can be said, and can remove people 

and content) and the micro scale (complex algorithms determine what individual users 

should see), many engage in protest through social media to ensure their voice is 

heard. It has the potential for being a direct channel to people that can’t easily be 

reached through traditional channels. In a study of people using #BlackLivesMatter, 

researchers noted 

perhaps the most notable function of social media is 

providing activists with the ability to control their own 

narrative, thus creating awareness and visibility for the 

issues that the movement addresses … For instance, one 

                                                
141 “Herstory,” Black Lives Matter, accessed February 6, 2021, https://blacklivesmatter.com/herstory/. 
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group shared, “Social media provides us a platform to tell 

our story as real, as raw, and as relevant as it may be, 

without the worry of a filter being put on, or someone else’s 

perspectives and biases.142 

For those involved in Black Lives Matter protesting, social media can enable 

networking, connection, demonstrations of solidarity, and an enhanced sense of safety. 

Hashtags have two key functions on social media: they appear as links which 

group all conversations and content containing the hashtag, and they act as contained 

statements. Among other things, the statements can be rallying cries (e.g. #buylocal), 

shows of political support (e.g. #Biden2020), or indications of place and time (e.g. 

#SuperBowl). In the days after the killing of George Floyd and the Black Lives Matter 

protests that followed, two Black women working in music – Jamila Thomas and 

Brianna Agyemang – used a hashtag on Instagram as a call to action to their peers, 

colleagues, and corporate entities in the industry. They shared a statement with 

#TheShowMustBePaused, calling for a day of reflection to call attention to how the 

industry has profited off of Black people and their work and art.  

The music industry is a multi-billion dollar industry. An 

industry that has profited predominantly from Black art. Our 

mission is to hold the industry at large, including major 

corporations + their partners who benefit from the efforts, 

struggles and successes of Black people accountable. To 

that end, it is the obligation of these entities to protect and 

                                                
142 Marcia Mundt, Karen Ross, and Charla M. Burnett, “Scaling Social Movements Through Social Media: 
The Case of Black Lives Matter,” Social Media + Society 4, no. 4 (2018). 
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empower the Black communities that have made them 

disproportionately wealthy in ways that are measurable and 

transparent.143 

Many musicians and other interested parties amplified and altered this message, with 

some people interpreting the initial statement in new ways and adding rules or direction. 

The meaning of the call to action changed and expanded as meanings tend to do 

across social channels. The message evolved and became larger than its original 

intent. Tuesday June 2nd moved from a moment to hold the music industry accountable 

into a day of blanket solidarity and time to remain silent. People announced their 

intentions to participate, and #BlackoutTuesday emerged, encompassing the various 

interpretations. Brands followed suit. 

On June 1, the music streaming service Spotify announced they would add an 8 

min 46 sec track of silence to their podcasts and playlists, symbolic of the amount of 

time the police officer Derek Chauvin pressed his knee into George Floyd’s neck until 

he died. 

We are using the power of our platform to stand with Black 

creators, amplify their voices, and accelerate meaningful 

conversation and long-needed change. As a result, you’ll 

notice some changes on Spotify starting at 12:01 AM on 

Tuesday.  

Blacked-out channels, playlists, and podcasts. 

                                                
143 “@theshowmustbepaused on Instagram: ‘#theshowmustbepaused,’” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA4S2c3nPRE/. 
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Listeners will see a black logo and headline image on more 

than a dozen of our flagship playlists and podcasts.144 

On June 2, over 950 brands “participated” in #BlackoutTuesday by posting an image (or 

several images) of a black square to their Instagram account.145 For instance: 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CA70blzoipC/ 146 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CA78XosAbzH/ 147 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CA8Xp89h8iq/ 148 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CA8NlrfBaoh/ 149 

On the week of June 2, brands generated more than 11.8 million engagements 

on Instagram for #blackouttuesday, #blm, and #blacklivesmatter posts combined.150 

Calculating the value of that kind of attention is not straightforward as it is hard to know 

how much money went into the production and possible promotion of any of the content 

using those hashtags. That said, if someone wanted to use paid advertising to generate 

11.8 million engagements on Instagram, they would have to spend roughly $5,003,640 

USD.151 

                                                
144 “Spotify Stands With the Black Community in the Fight Against Racism and Injustice,” Spotify, June 1, 
2020, https://newsroom.spotify.com/2020-06-01/spotify-stands-with-the-black-community-in-the-fight-
against-racism-and-injustice/. 
145 “More than 950 Brands Participated in ‘Blackout Tuesday’ on Instagram, plus the Latest Jobs Numbers 
in Context.” 
146 “L’Oréal Paris Official on Instagram: ‘#blackouttuesday,’” accessed February 7, 2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA70blzoipC/. 
147 “Kellogg’s on Instagram: ‘#blackouttuesday,’” accessed February 7, 2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA78XosAbzH/. 
148 “Porsche on Instagram: ‘#BlackOutTuesday There Is No Place in Our Society for Racial Intolerance, 
Discrimination, or Injustice. We Thrive on Our Differences. We…,’” accessed February 7, 2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA8Xp89h8iq/. 
149 “Uber on Instagram: ‘We Stand for Racial Justice. #blackouttuesday,’” accessed February 7, 2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA8NlrfBaoh/. 
150 “More than 950 Brands Participated in ‘Blackout Tuesday’ on Instagram, plus the Latest Jobs Numbers 
in Context.” 
151 “About Ad Creation in Ads Manager,” Facebook Business Help Center, accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.facebook.com/business/help/282701548912119. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CA70blzoipC/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA78XosAbzH/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA8Xp89h8iq/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA8NlrfBaoh/
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For brands, participating in digital protest can be lucrative, and it allows for safe 

distance from the danger of protests in the physical world. It is protest that is given 

meaning through the labour of unpaid Black people who are putting themselves in 

harm’s way152. It allows brands to profit from the acts of dangerous protest with – in this 

case – little risk of repercussion. In response to the number of brands that participated 

in the day, the original founders of the initiative responded with “We see your logos. We 

see your hashtags. Now we want your plans.”153 

The particular form of #BlackoutTuesday when used by brands on Instagram was 

painfully, ironically symbolic. The empty black square ran the risk of harming protesters 

and organizers in the streets. For people using #BlackLivesMatter as a way to 

coordinate and share important information of physical protests and standoffs with 

police, this was what they found on June 2154:  

 

                                                
152 Meredith D. Clark, “White Folks’ Work: Digital Allyship Praxis in the #BlackLivesMatter Movement,” 
Social Movement Studies 18, no. 5 (2019): 519–34. 
153 “@theshowmustbepaused on Instagram: ‘#TheShowMustBePaused,’” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CA62jevnOPE/. 
154 A, “@Kehlani My Initial Thought Is It Feels Dangerous... Because Once You Click on the Blm Hashtag 
You’re Directed to an Overflow of Black Images, Instead of Other More Useful Content People Could 
Look at for Information. Https://T.Co/QiaHPeoWGP,” Tweet, @atothebed , June 2, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/atothebed/status/1267706564716216322. 

Figure 37 What #BlackLivesMatter looked like on Blackout Tuesday 
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https://twitter.com/atothebed/status/1267706564716216322 

Several activists pointed out how this could be counterproductive. 

Just search the BLM hashtag on IG and tell me what you 

see. Tell me how this helps Black folk. It doesn’t, and it in 

fact makes things a lot worse. Tell your friends and fam to 

stop. pic.twitter.com/hOhRSJSdl6 

— y’all don’t read � (@anthoknees) June 2, 2020 

In an effort to express alignment with the struggle for racial justice by blacking out their 

social channels, brands – by some measures – blacked out the struggle for racial 

justice. 

 

  

https://twitter.com/atothebed/status/1267706564716216322
https://twitter.com/anthoknees/status/1267730817591074816?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
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7. Brands Talking About Themselves 

Successful marketers rarely pass up an opportunity to reiterate their brand’s 

tagline or to show off their brand logo. This is because they understand the basic and 

fundamental ways that advertising works: when a consumer is exposed to a distinct 

brand, memories are created. Remembering a thing is the first step toward buying that 

thing.  

Marketing researcher Byron Sharp - whose “How Brands Grow” is required 

reading for most marketers - has had a large impact on the shape of advertising and the 

ad industry over the last ten years due to his work in making this fundamental fact clear. 

The dominant way that advertising works is by refreshing, 

and occasionally building, memory structures. These 

structures improve the chance of a brand being noticed 

and/or recalled in buying situations; this in turn increases the 

chance of a brand being bought...Memories are associations 

with cues that can bring a brand to mind. They can also 

remind consumers to take it out of their pantry and eat it.155  

Sharp points out that this simple and accurate explanation of how advertising works is 

likely not how most people think of ads impacting audiences. The general assumption - 

from pop culture representations of the ad industry, and from the appearance of 

advertising as entertainment products - is that an ad introduces a product to the 

audience and is presented in such an appealing way that it “hopefully wins them over 

(creates positive attitude) such that they either seek it out, or when in a choice situation 

                                                
155 Byron Sharp, How Brands Grow: What Marketers Don’t Know, Illustrated edition (Oxford ; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2010). 213. 
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evaluate it positively.”156 In reality, ads are simply creating a memory that makes a 

brand more visible to us. 

This function of advertising memory-making can be easily understood by thinking 

about a common sensation most have likely experienced. Have you ever learned about 

a new concept, a new idea, a new event, and then noticed yourself encountering that 

concept/idea/event everywhere you turn? This feeling is known as the Baader-Meinhoff 

phenomenon, or the “frequency illusion”:  

Once you notice a phenomenon, you believe it happens a 

whole lot...The Frequency Illusion is a result of two well-

known psychological processes, selective attention (noticing 

things that are salient to us, disregarding the rest) and 

confirmation bias (looking for things that support our 

hypotheses, disregarding potential counterevidence),157  

In these situations, we are not actually seeing that concept/idea/event more frequently, 

we are just primed to more easily notice it. When advertising successfully leads to a 

purchase, it’s working the same way. The ad has made us more able to recall and see 

the brand we were exposed to. 

                                                
156 Sharp, How Brands Grow. 213. 
157 Arnold Zwicky, “Why Are We so Illuded?, On Misperceptions about Variation in Language,” Arnold 
Zwicky’s Blog , September 2006, http://stanford.edu/~zwicky/LSA07illude.abst.pdf. 
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Every statement issued by a brand in support of Black Lives Matter or racial 

equality acts as an advertisement for that brand. Due to the structure of social media 

posts and the brand tendency to make their brand name or logo their profile picture on 

social media channels, virtually every brand statement in social media includes that 

brand’s distinctive brand assets. If a brand posts on Twitter that it stands for justice and 

equality and will fight to make a better world, its logo will appear next to that statement 

by default. For example: 

158 

The logo/profile picture is tied to this statement. Toyota has made the extra effort of 

adding their name/logo again to the bottom of the statement. This juxtaposition serves 

two purposes: ensure the audience knows that the message is coming from Toyota so 

                                                
158 Toyota USA, “Our Message to Those Who Are Hurting Is: We See You. We Hear You. And, We Stand 
with You and for You. Https://T.Co/YZ71jvoTsu,” Tweet, @Toyota , June 3, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/Toyota/status/1268210600557064193. 

Figure 38 Toyota on Twitter, June 3 2020 
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that Toyota gets credit/recognition for it; but importantly, it also cues the audience to 

recall the Toyota name and logo when they are in the market to buy a vehicle. 

Several brands went much further to ensure that their distinctive brand assets 

were integral to their statement about race. Sharp points out that “distinctive brand 

assets are so important because these descriptive memories facilitate a brand being 

noticed. We are able to see a brand because we recognize its iconography. Given that 

even in a retail setting when we are looking for things to buy we still don't notice most 

things in the store, distinctive brand assets make a brand salient.”159 The language a 

brand uses - slogans, taglines, brand lines - are one such type of distinctive brand 

asset.  Consider this post from L’Oreal: 

 

Figure 39 L’Oreal on Instagram, June 1 2020 

160 

                                                
159 Sharp, How Brands Grow. 291. 
160 “L’Oréal Paris Official on Instagram: ‘L’Oréal Paris Stands in Solidarity with the Black Community, and 
against Injustice of Any Kind. We Are Making a Commitment to the @naacp To…,’” accessed February 6, 
2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CA5MXbdD8ts/?hl=en. 
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In L’Oreal’s response, the beauty brand evokes their brand line - “Because I’m worth it” 

- to state that “Speaking out is worth it.” There are two straightforward readings: 1) 

speaking out can make a difference; 2) while speaking out can be difficult, it can pay off. 

But taken in the context of the brand line’s meaning, the call to action is somewhat 

troubling.  

L’Oreal is one of the largest beauty brands in the world and the “Because I’m 

worth it” brand line has been around since 1971161. The brand’s presentation and 

meaning has evolved quite a bit in 50 years, but the core idea behind the line is still 

present: buy L’Oreal to make yourself look and feel better, because that is something 

worthwhile to do with your money. The term “worth” is partially about self-worth (you 

should feel better and looking better makes you feel better), but it’s also about spending 

and frivolity (this isn’t frivolous, it’s a good use of your money). The appearance of the 

brand line in this statement referencing racial justice solidifies this as an ad meant to 

strengthen a memory that leads to a purchase decision. And because that brand line is 

an encouragement to spend money its inclusion here does double duty: don’t forget to 

spend. Furthermore, the absence of a product-which-is-worth-it forces the audience of 

this brand statement to equate the use of the L’Oreal product line with ‘speaking out.’ 

The statement-as-ad can be expected of a massive global brand like L’Oreal (for 

reference, L’Oreal’s 2019 revenue was $11.7 billion. In June of 2020 they announced 

they were donating $150,000 to the NAACP). But they have received criticism due to 

the hypocrisy of their call to action. In 2017, Munroe Bergdorf - a model working under 

                                                
161 “L’Oréal’s ‘Because I’m Worth It’ Slogan Marks a Milestone - The Globe and Mail,” accessed February 
6, 2021, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/fashion-and-beauty/beauty/loreals-because-im-worth-it-
slogan-marks-a-milestone/article554604/. 
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contract for L’Oreal - made a post on her Facebook page in response to violent racist 

rallies in Charlottesville, VA. She wrote: “Honestly I don’t have energy to talk about the 

racial violence of white people any more … Yes ALL white people.” L’Oreal broke her 

contract because she spoke out.162 

BMW and Visa have also made statements that primarily reference their brand 

and products. 

 

Figure 40 BMW on Twitter, Jun 3 2020 

163 

BMW. Drive. Get it? 

                                                
162 L’Oréal Paris UK, “L’Oréal Champions Diversity. Comments by Munroe Bergdorf Are at Odds with Our 
Values and so We Have Decided to End Our Partnership with Her.,” Tweet, @LOrealParisUK , 
September 1, 2017, https://twitter.com/LOrealParisUK/status/903549805305241600. 
163 BMW USA, “BMW Group Stands with Those Who Demand a More Inclusive, Equal, and Just Society, 
That’s Why We Will Be Making a Donation to the @naacp_ldf in Support of the Black Community. Learn 
More Here: Https://T.Co/HwTgdD54vO. #wesupportblacklives Https://T.Co/OKCyCVTgp1,” Tweet, 
@BMWUSA , June 3, 2020, https://twitter.com/BMWUSA/status/1268165618915827713. 
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164 

Visa’s brand line is “Everywhere you want to be,” and its intention is to convey 

their supposed brand advantage - that it is the credit card that is accepted everywhere. 

The words of their statement - “A world where Black people are accepted everywhere. 

That’s where we want to be” - are sandwiched between two bars evoking the Visa 

logo165.  

This type of coy, smirking use of their brand in a statement on a deadly serious 

subject is upsetting and a useful reminder that such statements are first and foremost 

advertisements. They are created in the same by-committee manner that all brand ads 

are with a copywriter and graphic designer working and reworking something until the 

brand manager is happy. And because any successful brand manager is familiar with 

                                                
164 Visa, “Read about the Actions We’re Taking to Help Stop Racial Injustice and Racial Inequality: 
Https://T.Co/DozsHCsh8a Https://T.Co/DrUAoVihtw,” Tweet, @Visa , June 5, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/Visa/status/1269007244986744834. 
165 “POS Guidelines,” accessed February 6, 2021, https://usa.visa.com/run-your-business/accept-visa-
payments/posguidelines.html. 

Figure 41 Visa on Twitter, June 5 2020 
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Byron Sharp’s evidence-based insistence that brands grow through creating memories 

by being distinctive, consistent, and seen frequently, all ads will end up foregrounding a 

brand’s line and logo.  

Amongst creative workers in advertising, this insistence on getting the brand line 

in there somewhere and making the logo bigger is an ongoing joke. 

 

Figure 42 Google image search results for “make the logo bigger” meme 
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While disturbing, statements like Visa’s which pull the machination of ad-making 

to the surface can give the audience an instructive lens through which to read all brand 

attempts at empathy, righteousness, and humanity. 
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8. Pictures of Text 

Brand apologies raise trust for a brand and raise profits when done right. 

Good apologies are personal. They feel genuine, empathetic, and generally give 

the sense that the indiscretion which led to the need for an apology won’t happen again. 

Brands have come to understand that, when necessary, a personal apology that (aims 

to) evoke emotion is good for their bottom line. In a study conducted by research firm 

Mediacurves166 it was found that an audience’s trust of a brand apologizing was highest 

when the tone of that apology mirrored the feelings of the audience167. When a brand 

appears to be speaking from the heart, they are found to be much more believable168. 

By maintaining audience trust, brands continue to have a consumer base that is 

receptive to hearing from them and ultimately receptive to buying or trying them when 

making a purchase decision. 

Brand apologies - or a failure to apologize - also have a notable impact on stock 

price. When a corporation finds itself in the midst of a crisis, investors have been shown 

to react negatively but an apology can temper this169. “If the apology corresponds to a 

preventable crisis ... the market reacts positively to the apology, leading to a reduction 

in the negative share price response. On the other hand, apologizing for a non-

preventable crisis … exacerbates the negative reaction.”170 

                                                
166 Daryl Koehn, “Why Saying ‘I’m Sorry’ Isn’t Good Enough: The Ethics of Corporate Apologies,” 
Business Ethics Quarterly 23, no. 2 (2013): 239–68. 
167 Daryl Koehn. 
168 “When Brands Apologize: Sorry Seems To Be The Smartest Word,” Under the Influence, n.d., 
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/undertheinfluence/when-brands-apologize-sorry-seems-to-be-the-smartest-
word-1.2801853. 
169 Marie Racine, Craig Wilson, and Michael Wynes, “The Value of Apology: How Do Corporate Apologies 
Moderate the Stock Market Reaction to Non-Financial Corporate Crises?,” Journal of Business Ethics 
163, no. 3 (May 1, 2020): 485–505. 
170 Racine, Wilson, and Wynes. 
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The majority of the brand statements that appeared in the wake of George 

Floyd’s killing were not really apologies, but they exist on a continuum with brand and 

other public apologies that have become before them. They were displays of empathy, 

statements of grief, occasionally calls to action. While virtually no brands expressly 

apologized for their role in continuing systemic racism and inequality and their 

perpetuation of racial capitalism they did craft messages with an understanding of the 

value of a brand apology and with an understanding of how apologies appear in social 

media. They have served a function related to corporate apology by looking and feeling 

like apologies.  

In an analysis of the rhetoric of corporate apologies (or apologia), Keith Hearit 

posits that a successful apology must be well-performed and “show respect for the 

ritualistic components of the apologetic process”171. Rather than meaningfully identifying 

failure or exhibiting steps toward change,  

(corporate) apologia constitutes a narrative based secular 

remediation ritual that both acknowledges institutional guilt 

and places it on the public record. Thus the goal of 

apologetic discourse is not forgiveness but rather public 

acknowledgement of wrongdoing. That public 

acknowledgement is incomplete when its context lacks a 

performance component that serves to move the narrative to 

                                                
171 Keith Hearit, “Corporate Apologia: Organizational Rhetoric and Wrongdoing,” in The Handbook of 
Organizational Rhetoric and Communication (Wiley, 2018). 



 
 

98 
 

a logical and moral conclusion in the public arena of 

mediated technology.172 

The secular remediation rituals that appeared on social media in May and June of 2020 

were primarily pictures of text. 

Twitter is to a large extent defined by the limitations it sets on its users’ ability to 

post. For years, tweets were limited to a 140-character limit forcing users to say very 

little or find wonderfully creative ways to say a lot. In an interview with the LA Times one 

of the creators of Twitter - Jack Dorsey - explained that the decision to cap a tweet at 

140 characters was due to a technical limitation of how mobile phones sent messages 

at the time173. The limit has since increased to 280 characters. While this is a 2x 

expansion of what people can say, it is still a limiting space to write something of 

substance. Over the past decade that limitation has given rise to sharing apologies via 

image files containing nothing but text. As Twitter’s character count does not impact a 

user’s ability to post an image, one can get around the character limitation by sharing an 

image file of long-form text. 

This particular trend of sharing apologies through pictures of text began with 

celebrities who had angered/upset their fans or found themselves criticized online for 

their actions. Rather than use their social media channels to post a link to a longer-form 

apology on another website, they would write a letter of apology using the Notes app on 

their iPhones and then post a screenshot of that letter. Some examples: 

  

                                                
172 Hearit. 
173 “Twitter Creator Jack Dorsey Illuminates the Site’s Founding Document. Part I,” LA Times Blogs - 
Technology , February 18, 2009, https://latimesblogs.latimes.com/technology/2009/02/twitter-creator.html. 
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https://twitter.com/amyschumer/status/615182173570633728 

. 

 

  

Figure 43 Amy Schumer (barely) apologizes for racist jokes 

https://twitter.com/amyschumer/status/615182173570633728
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They have become iconic, collected and written about widely online. And this 

makes the form attractive to anyone looking to have their message amplified. “Part of 

the medium’s appeal is the ease with which its contents may be shared. Notes app 

apologies are screenshotted and dispersed, first on Twitter and Instagram, and then in 

entertainment news reporting. They are embedded into tabloid websites and quoted by 

magazines, as polished statements coming directly from publicists might be.”174  Images 

are more appealing for other outlets to run with, ensuring a greater reach of the 

message. Additionally, the Twitter platform favours content that contains images. The 

                                                
174 Lindsey Weber, “How We Apologize Now,” The New York Times, January 12, 2019, sec. Style, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/12/style/notes-app-celebrity-statements.html. 

Figure 44 Drake apologizes for a 
photoshoot in which he appeared in 
“blackface.” 
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social media experts and software developers Hootsuite analyze the algorithm that 

determines what Twitter content rises to the top and they point out that “Twitter’s 

ranking signals include recency, relevance, engagement, rich media, and other 

factors.”175  (The exact functions of social platform algorithms are proprietary and need 

to be reverse-engineered which is why “other factors” is listed here.) If someone wants 

to improve the likelihood that their message is amplified on Twitter it should include rich 

media like image files or video. 

The brand statements of summer 2020 used the learnings from those high-profile 

personal apologies that came before them to express their corporate positions. They 

evolved the form in a manner keeping with the expectations of global brand graphic 

design. 

176 

                                                
175 “How the Twitter Algorithm Works in 2020 and How to Make It Work for You,” accessed February 6, 
2021, https://blog.hootsuite.com/twitter-algorithm/. 
176 Budweiser, “Https://T.Co/ItyVVIZwQG,” Tweet, @budweiserusa , June 2, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/budweiserusa/status/1267641114670006272. 

Figure 45 Budweiser on Twitter, June 1 2020. 
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While a celebrity can feel personal and authentic by making it seem as though they 

have tapped out a message on their iPhone, a brand seems authentic by investing 

some amount of effort in the posts it makes.  

177 

In Notes-app apologies there is no space or reason to consider font, layout, or 

other graphical elements. It’s free-form text in a screenshot. It is a product that appears 

to be crafted by one person’s hand. With the brand statements in question, decisions 

are made. Hours of graphic design work are used. A more-considered product is 

crafted. A product that more closely approximates a multi-billion dollar brand’s visual 

standards. A product that is more likely to stop someone’s thumb from scrolling through 

an endless stream of tweets by filling up more of the allotted screen real estate. With 

                                                
177 SAP, “At This Moment, Many Are Understandably in Need of Acknowledgement, Empathy, and 
Compassion. United with the Global Community, SAP Is Going Silent on Social Media Today for 
#blackouttuesday Https://T.Co/IvBwkHnK0x,” Tweet, @SAP , June 2, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/SAP/status/1267832402560405505. 

Figure 46 SAP on Twitter, June 2 2020. 
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millions invested in advertising on social media, these brands have become expert in 

getting their message seen. 

 

While most of these brand statements say very little, they perform the role of modern 

social media apology with added flair and highly-constructed feeling. In these ad-

platform spaces where normally they are explicitly selling their brand day after day, 

these statements pass as apology by looking like social apologies that came before 

them and by vaguely stating some wrongdoing on the public record. Just as a brand’s 

social presence is structured to look and sound like a person their audience can relate 

to, these brand statements look and sound like authentic apology. 
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9. How Brands Speak 

In their social media responses to the killing of George Floyd and the Black Lives 

Matter protests of 2020, brands used very few words. But the words they used convey 

much about who they are and how they want their audience to perceive them. When a 

brand makes a statement, political or otherwise, it is speaking with an established voice 

and tone that is crafted (and possibly tested through focus groups) to quickly convey 

something true and unique about the brand that resonates with an audience or at least 

catches their attention. The brand managers, social media managers and copywriters 

that produce the words of a given brand are most often working from a formal document 

that guides what a brand can and cannot say; how it can and cannot feel; how it can 

and cannot sound. Such brand guideline documents give clear directions on how logos 

are allowed to be displayed, the types of images that can be used, and what colour 

combinations can convey specific messages. The communications materials of a brand 

are highly structured, even when they feel casual or off-the-cuff. 

Grey Goose Vodka’s brand guidelines are a useful, typical example of a brand’s 

voice and tone guidelines and contain many of the elements such documentation 

usually does like what the brand stands for and direction for how it behaves. 
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The specificity of a brand’s guidelines make it clear who a brand thinks it is and who it 

intends to appeal to. And yet that specificity often says very little. It often relies on 

universalities. Confident. Passionate. Observant. Timeless. 

In defining the elements that make up a brand’s voice and tone it’s common for a 

persona to be chosen or established. Using a persona or character to embody all of 

Figure 47 Greygoose Vodka brand guidelines 
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these choices makes it easier for a brand to choose how to speak on social media and 

how to react in a given situation. By ascribing human qualities to a brand, brand 

managers start to make that brand feel more human and if they’re successful, more 

relatable. Personas anchor a brand and make storytelling feel more natural. 

The brand persona drives the continuity for the overall brand 

message. It offers a point of reference that audiences relate 

to, regardless of the specific story or message. Audiences 

"know" this brand because its persona reflects the 

audience's understanding of the brand's values and 

behaviors. These brand personas will appear human to the 

extent that they possess recognizably human traits, such as 

imagination, persistence, or courage, which are tied to a 

clear intention or purpose.178 

In the proprietary and usually confidential materials that define a brand’s persona, it’s 

not uncommon for a brand to root its attributes in a Jungian archetype. Brands regularly 

go through personality or persona workshops with consultants and agencies to define 

their voice, tone, and story. In one brand designer’s account of such a session, she 

points out the guiding mission that “having a distinct personality keeps you and your 

colleagues on the same page while telling customers what they can expect from you. 

Developing this takes time, careful thought, and consideration, but if you want your 

                                                
178 Stephen Herskovitz and Malcolm Crystal, “The Essential Brand Persona: Storytelling and Branding,” 
The Journal of Business Strategy 31, no. 3 (2010): 21–28, https://doi.org/10.1108/02756661011036673. 
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audience to know who you are, your brand needs to know who it is.”179 And who a 

brand is often starts with one of twelve Jungian archetypes. 

 

Figure 48 Brand archetypes 

This roots a brand’s actions in a narrative role that it has to play, utilizing Jung’s 

concept of archetypes as a tool to determine how to tell stories. The practice of 

structuring a brand’s actions through this frame was popularized by Mark and Carol in 

2001 with their “The Hero and Outlaw” in which they state: 

Archetypal brands are classless, ageless, and regionless, 

and their deep meaning must be inviolate. That’s why it 

matters that the brand’s story (not just its advertising, but the 

whole myth or legend surrounding the brand) must be 

congruent with the brand’s core archetype. Brands are 

trusted to the degree that everything they do is consistent. 

                                                
179 Kristy Nguyen, “The Brand Personality Workshop: Understanding Who You Are as a Brand,” Medium, 
August 5, 2020, https://medium.com/glassdoor-design/the-brand-personality-workshop-understanding-
who-you-are-as-a-brand-e71107323eec. 



 
 

109 
 

Products seem right when everything about them is aligned 

with their informing archetype. This obviously includes the 

product’s logo, tag line, product design, packaging, and 

placement in stores, as well as the design of the story, the 

environment surrounding the sale of the product, and the 

look and story line of all promotional materials, including 

your Web site. They all should tell your story.180 

 
So can a brand tell a story that is classless, ageless, regionless, and while omitted from 

their list, I assume raceless? Can a brand’s story only function in this mythic remove 

from the conditions of its audience? 

On social media, brands act like people. And somewhere they have defined what 

kind of person it is they need to act like. Does that person have a race? Their target 

audience often does. In another typical example of brand voice and tone guidelines, 

Skype uses illustrations and light-hearted biographies to answer the question: Who are 

our users?181 

 

                                                
180 Margaret Mark, The Hero and the Outlaw: Building Extraordinary Brands through the Power of 
Archetypes (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2001). 304. 
181 Skype, “Skype Brandbook” (Microsoft, 2018), 
https://download.skype.com/share/blogskin/press/skype_brandbook.pdf. 
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Figure 49 Skype brand personae 

In creating advertisements for a mass audience that will be seen by millions of people, a 

brand can try to speak from a perspective that is stripped of makers of identity. Even if 

they have identified a persona that will make them more noticeable and have identified 

the target group they want to notice them, a call to action of “download skype for free” 

can operate from a perspective from which it is hard to glean a worldview. A brand like 

Nike can tell you to “Just do it” without embodying a human-like personality. But as 

brands try to act more and more like people, it becomes harder not to wonder who that 

person is: where they have been, what they have experienced. 
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Figure 50 The Home Depot on Twitter, June 1 2020 

182 

 

Figure 51 Gucci on Instagram, June 2 2020 

183 

  

                                                
182 The Home Depot, “We Must Stand with All Who Are Committed to Change That Will Bring Us Closer 
to Realizing an End to Discrimination and Hatred. Here Is a Message from Our CEO.,” Tweet, 
@HomeDepot , June 1, 2020, https://twitter.com/HomeDepot/status/1267598182504161285. 
183 “Gucci Official on Instagram: ‘Through Gucci’s North America Changemakers Impact Fund, We Will 
Support with Donations to @NAACP, @campaignzero and @yourrightscamp, In…,’” accessed February 
6, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CA87e99iJz9/. 



 
 

113 
 

184 

In their words of grief, sympathy, and their plans to do better, brands revealed 

something about their nature. We stand with … we stand in solidarity … you are not 

alone. In talking about race and racism it becomes impossible to speak from a position 

of racelessness. The brand is no longer a mythic archetype existing as the embodiment 

of The Jester or The Creator. It is a person who clarifies their white voice, standing 

alongside the Black community but not able to speak as a part of it. The white 

supremacy of the brand is reproduced through the linguistic construciton of the 

statement and in the assumed audience of the statement. It’s possible to imagine a 

brand response that reveals a different subject position. It’s possible to imagine a brand 

stating “We aren’t going to stand for this anymore” or “We have been through this for 

too long,” but it’s also impossible to imagine that. The uniformity of the white voice in the 

responses from brands underlines an indebtedness to racial capitalism. And the 

                                                
184 LEGO, “Https://T.Co/GpWKJ8pr7V.” 

Figure 52 LEGO on Twitter, June 3 2020 
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uniformity in lack of substance to the responses underlines brands’ inability to do 

anything to change that indebtedness without ceasing to exist.   
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10. What would meaningful brand action look like? 

The first brand I encountered speaking out following George Floyd’s death was 

Ben & Jerry’s, the popular ice cream company and a wholly-owned subsidiary of 

Unilever. In 2018, I used the free WiFi signal from a Ben & Jerry’s “Scoop Shop” and 

inadvertently added myself to their mailing list. Which is why, on June 2, 2020, I found 

their email with the subject line “We Must Dismantle White Supremacy” in my inbox. 

The brand often speaks out in support of causes or people it cares about. In the 80’s, 

they declared their intention to help save the rainforest by importing nuts that were 

sustainably harvested by local cooperatives in the Amazon basin185, and used those 

nuts in their “Rainforest Crunch” ice cream. (The claims Ben & Jerry’s made at the time 

were not completely transparent and ethical. The company helped to set up a 

cooperative to sustainably harvest nuts, and while “all of the nuts produced by the 

cooperative went into Ben & Jerry's ice cream, (the cooperative) wasn't able to produce 

more than 5 percent of the total” nuts needed for their product. So 95% of the nuts used 

in “Rainforest Crunch” needed to be sourced elsewhere.186) In 2009 they celebrated the 

election of Barack Obama by releasing a flavour called “Yes Pecan!” In 2016 they were 

among the earliest brands - albeit still three years past the movement’s founding - to 

express support for Black Lives Matter187. And in 2020 they stated the need to 

                                                
185 Edward O. Welles, “Ben’s Big Flop, Strategic Partnerships Article,” Inc.com, September 1, 1998, 
https://www.inc.com/magazine/19980901/995.html. 
186 Bloomberg News Service, “AW, NUTS - BEN & JERRY’S BLOWS THE WHISTLE ON ITSELF THE 
ICE-CREAM MAKER DIVULGED THAT CLAIMS ON ITS RAINFOREST CRUNCH BRAND WERE 
MISLEADING.,” OrlandoSentinel.com, accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/os-xpm-1995-06-11-9506090046-story.html. 
187 “Why Black Lives Matter,” https://www.benjerry.com, accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.benjerry.com/whats-new/2016/why-black-lives-matter. 
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dismantle white supremacy. In that email I received - and in a press release - the brand 

listed a number of changes and calls to action: 

First, we call upon President Trump, elected officials, and 

political parties to commit our nation to a formal process of 

healing and reconciliation… 

Second, we call upon the Congress to pass H.R. 40, 

legislation that would create a commission to study the 

effects of slavery and discrimination from 1619 to the 

present and recommend appropriate remedies… 

Third, we support Floyd’s family’s call to create a national 

task force that would draft bipartisan legislation aimed at 

ending racial violence and increasing police accountability… 

And finally, we call on the Department of Justice to 

reinvigorate its Civil Rights Division as a staunch defender of 

the rights of Black and Brown people.188 

That press release was also shared on their social media accounts.  

In the weeks following this statement, Ben & Jerry’s used their platform to 

continue talking about issues that matter to them such as marijuana legalization, 

criminal justice reform, and reparations. In the four decades that the brand has been 

around their outspokenness and brand activism has given them some ability to 

confidently make such calls to action. The brand is very much about sustainability and 

progressive politics. On its website, visitors can read about the “Issues We Care About” 

                                                
188 “Silence Is NOT An Option,” https://www.benjerry.com, accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.benjerry.com/about-us/media-center/dismantle-white-supremacy. 
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and review their annual, positive Social & Environmental Assessment Reports. They 

present themselves and act as an activist brand, and take that position a step further by 

being certified as a B Corporation: 

Certified B Corporations are businesses that meet the 

highest standards of verified social and environmental 

performance, public transparency, and legal accountability to 

balance profit and purpose. B Corps are accelerating a 

global culture shift to redefine success in business and build 

a more inclusive and sustainable economy...The B Corp 

community works toward reduced inequality, lower levels of 

poverty, a healthier environment, stronger communities, and 

the creation of more high quality jobs with dignity and 

purpose.189 

 
This brand positioning, thoroughly-vetted social corporate responsibility, and B 

Corp certification are as close as a corporate brand can get to supporting equity, 

equality, and sustainability within capitalism. Within capitalism one can call for the 

dismantling of white supremacy, but actively can only chip away at it. While Ben & 

Jerry’s partners with a bakery that employs people who have been convicted of felonies 

and pays them a living wage190 it still, for instance, sells its products through 

corporations notorious for poor work conditions and for denying worker’s rights (e.g. 

                                                
189 “About B Corps | Certified B Corporation,” accessed February 6, 2021, https://bcorporation.net/about-
b-corps. 
190 Esha Chhabra, “This Company Has $20 Million In Revenues And Hires Anyone Who Wants Work,” 
Forbes, accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.forbes.com/sites/eshachhabra/2018/08/22/this-10-
million-company-does-not-ask-for-a-resume-or-any-job-experience/. 
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Walmart, Amazon via Whole Foods); it still has had trouble getting on board with 

worker-led human rights initiatives191; and it still is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Unilever 

- a corporation that has marketed skin-lightening cream in South Africa192; failed to 

protect Kenyan tea workers from mobs who raided Unilever’s plant and raped and 

murdered workers193; and has relied on forced and child labour in their supply chain194. 

All of the above-cited issues that happen within racial capitalism have been brought into 

the light and are actively being improved or fixed in the way that corporations can 

improve and fix such things, but they point to the inability of people to be protected and 

supported within global capitalism. And they make the chipping away that a brand like 

Ben & Jerry’s does seem extremely small. A brand reliant on racial capitalism can only 

change so much before it can no longer function. I’m reminded of the Looney Tunes 

cartoons in which Wile E Coyote would saw off a tree branch he was standing on only to 

realize too late that he had detached himself from his support structure. He would hang 

for a moment in the air realizing what he had done before collapsing. Brands like Ben & 

Jerry’s which may present themselves as radical activists are only just starting to saw. 

Is this in fact the best a corporate brand can do? Ben & Jerry’s words are 

powerful and their decision to act as a community organizer - encouraging people to 

register to vote; showing people how to get involved with causes they care about such 

                                                
191 “How Migrant Workers Took on Ben & Jerry’s – and Won a Historic Agreement | US Immigration | The 
Guardian,” accessed February 6, 2021, https://amp.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/feb/25/ben-jerrys-
migrant-workers-dairy-farms?__twitter_impression=true. 
192 Saabira Chaudhuri, “Dove Soap’s Owner Is Criticized Over Skin-Lightening Cream,” Wall Street 
Journal, June 23, 2020, sec. Business, https://www.wsj.com/articles/dove-soaps-owner-is-criticized-over-
skin-lightening-cream-11592949249. 
193 “Kenyan Workers File Complaint Against Unilever with UN Human Rights Bodies,” Opinio Juris , 
August 21, 2020, http://opiniojuris.org/2020/08/21/kenyan-workers-file-complaint-against-unilever-with-un-
human-rights-bodies/. 
194 “Palm Oil: Global Brands Profiting from Child and Forced Labour,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/11/palm-oil-global-brands-profiting-from-child-and-forced-
labour/. 
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as Color of Change and The Advancement Project - is rather unique amongst major 

brands. The statements that brands made following the killing of George Floyd were 

occasionally accompanied by or followed up with actions the brand intended to take. 

Those actions can be grouped into four categories: organizing and amplifying, donating, 

investing, and restructuring. Some brands that made statements have dabbled in all of 

these, some brands that made statements have done none. In all cases we see brands 

maintaining their core operating model, and in most cases we see brands whose 

exploitation and extraction proceed unimpeded. By taking one of these redemptive 

actions, they make a positive contribution in combatting anti-Black racism which rarely 

outweighs their continued destructive contribution. 

 

i. Organizing and amplifying. 

As stated, Ben & Jerry’s falls into the Organizing and Amplifying category. They 

used their platform to encourage their fans and followers to contact their representatives 

to support a bill to “study slavery’s legacy and recommend appropriate remedies for the 

generations of discrimination it spawned.” They also encouraged their audience to ask 

Congress to expunge marijuana-related criminal records195. By speaking to the roughly 

2 million followers they have across social media channels and by continuing to 

advertise on those channels (thus, bringing more new eyeballs to their message), the 

brand can be seen to be taking advantage of its platform to promote change. 

Also using their platform to amplify a message: ESPN. Since the beginning of 

June 2020 and continuing throughout 2020 and 2021, ESPN has amplified voices 

                                                
195 “5 Questions About Reparations: Answered,” https://www.benjerry.com, accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.benjerry.com/whats-new/2020/06/reparations-questions. 
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speaking out against racial inequality and injustice. They have highlighted those within 

the NBA and other leagues who have spoken out directly about police brutality and 

racism. As a sports news organization they could choose to report without taking a 

position. Instead, they present the words and opinions of prominent sports figures in a 

way that elevates the themes and aligns the brand with the sentiment. 

196 

 

 
Figure 54 ESPN on Instagram, Sept 23 2020 

197 

                                                
196 “ESPN on Instagram: ‘LeBron Says He Wants All Black Women to Know They’re Not Alone.,’” 
accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CFjAiMfD7wk/. 
197 “ESPN on Instagram: ‘Steve Kerr Says the Lack of Equal Justice for People in Black and Brown 
Communities Is Devastating.,’” accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CFgFwsTj9vr/. 

Figure 53 ESPN on Instagram, Sept 24 2020 
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Figure 55 ESPN on Instagram, Sept 2 2020 

198 

 

ii. Donating 

Identifying an organization committed to fighting racial injustice and donating a 

sum of cash is the most straightforward thing that brands have done following their 

statements. One such brand is Nestle – a brand known for its insistence that water is 

not a human right, and for its role in exploiting children in the production of chocolate in 

Côte d'Ivoire. They announced that they would be giving $500,000 to the National 

Urban League199. $500,000 is approximately 0.006% of the brand’s annual revenue. 

Nestle’s statement200:  

                                                
198 “ESPN on Instagram: ‘Bigger than Game 7. Bigger than Basketball.,’” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CEou3oKjzys/. 
199 “Supporting The National Urban League’s Efforts to End Racial Discrimination,” Nestlé USA, accessed 
February 6, 2021, https://www.nestleusa.com/about-us/message-from-our-executive-team. 
200 “Nestlé on Instagram: ‘Our CEO, Mark Schneider, Joins Our U.S. Colleagues in Condemning yet 
Another Senseless Act of Racism That Has Shaken Us to Our Core. We’re…,’” accessed February 6, 
2021, https://www.instagram.com/p/CBAUoKrAKCZ/. 
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iii. Investing and contributing 

A common and convoluted action that brands are taking is investing in Black-

owned partners or making funding available to Black people in new ways. In many of 

these situations it can be difficult to determine the benefit to the recipients of said 

“investments” as the terms and specifics are unclear. The brands acting in this way are 

diverting investments they would have made elsewhere into Black communities and 

organizations - a likely positive outcome - yet they are still profiting off of Black labour 

and in some cases creating new dependencies. 

Facebook, for instance, announced that it would be “committing an additional 

$200 million to support Black-owned businesses and organizations.” Their press release 

explained what that commitment would look like: 

We’re investing $100 million this year in Black-owned small 

businesses, Black creators, and nonprofits that serve the 

Figure 56 Nestle’s brand statement 
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Black community in the US. This includes $25 million in 

support of Black content creators and $75 million in grants of 

cash and ad credits to support Black-owned businesses and 

nonprofits that serve the Black community.201 

There are no additional details to be found regarding the $25 million in support of Black 

content creators, but given that this is earmarked for “content creators” this is likely $25 

million in access, ad credits, training, and/or tools within the Facebook ecosystem. By 

making a financial commitment in this way Facebook continues to build their platform 

and make “content creators” reliant on the platform. The shape of this commitment can 

be inferred from other areas where Facebook has been more detailed. The $75 million 

in grants of cash and ad credits is split 62.5% cash grants, 37.5% ad credits. Put 

another way, Facebook is bringing small businesses into its advertising ecosystem by 

offering $28million of “free” advertising. 

We’re setting a goal to spend at least $1 billion with diverse 

suppliers next year and every year thereafter. As part of this, 

we’ll spend at least $100 million annually with Black-owned 

suppliers, from facilities to construction to marketing 

agencies and more.202 

And 

Over the next three years, we’ll reach 1 million members of 

the Black community and 1 million members of the Latinx 

                                                
201 “Supporting Black and Diverse Communities,” About Facebook , June 18, 2020, 
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/06/supporting-black-and-diverse-communities/. 
202 “Supporting Black and Diverse Communities.” 
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community in the US through a program called Elevate that 

provides free training in the digital skills they need to 

succeed, from setting up an online presence to creating 

marketing materials and more.203 

The training Facebook refers to here is training on its tools and its platform. This is yet a 

further commitment to bring more revenue into its ad ecosystem and to create a 

dependency on their marketing tools. 

iv. Restructuring 

Several brands looked at their internal structures as a result of the 2020 Black 

Lives Matter protests and announced changes to their board or executive team. 

Microsoft and Deloitte for example announced their commitment to “increase racial and 

ethnic diversity among board members” and among senior leadership, as per the 

Change The Race Ratio initiative204. While it appears to be a good first step, the fine 

print clarifies the commitment as “at least one racially diverse board member by the end 

of 2021.” 

 

Broadly, the reaction to brand statements and actions has varied as widely as the 

reaction to just about everything talked about on social media. Some responded to the 

statements with racist comments denigrating Black Lives Matter, some responded to 

use the opportunity to bring attention to a customer service complaint. The reaction to 

brand sentiments amongst those invested in the Black Lives Matter movement has also 

                                                
203 “Supporting Black and Diverse Communities.” 
204 “Change the Race Ratio | Accelerating Racial Diversity in Business.,” Change the Race Ratio, 
accessed February 6, 2021, https://changetheraceratio.com. 
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been mixed. Activists have shown appreciation and apprehension. Cephas Williams an 

artist and activist responsible for the 56 Black Men project (which aims to “challenge the 

lazy and dangerous stereotype of ‘the Black man’ and the negative connotations and 

stigma attached to the cliché image of a Black man wearing a hoodie”205) has stated 

support of brand action: 

”I think seeing brands stand as allies at this time and 

speaking up about racism and issues concerning how black 

people are treated is a good thing … What we have to 

appreciate is that brands hold global influence on many 

levels, from the consumer to customer to employees and 

other parties, so for brands to be silent at this time could in 

fact do more harm than good.206 

Activist and organizer DeRay Mckesson has criticized the inadequacy of the statements 

and brand action.  

What’s interesting is that it’s all these statements, but either 

a refusal to recognize, or just they don’t recognize, how 

much power they often have in cities. It’s like you’re off the 

hook when you donate – they donate like $100,000 to 

something and then they don’t ever do anything else … I 

hate that companies are choosing a reduction of their power 

                                                
205 “56 Black Men | Our story” 56 Black Men, accessed April 7, 2021; 
https://www.56blackmen.com/ourstory 
206 “Brands show solidarity with George Floyd protests, but can they contribute to real change?” The 
Drum, accessed April 7, 2021; https://www.thedrum.com/news/2020/06/01/brands-show-solidarity-with-
george-floyd-protests-can-they-contribute-real-change 
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to Instagram posts and random donations because they 

remind us that they’re corporate citizens every other day, 

until we need them to be citizens about justice. They use 

language like, “We’re your neighbor,” but are you my 

neighbor, grocery store company, when you can’t say 

anything about this?207 

The consumer response has varied, the activist response has varied, and there has not 

been a unified backlash against brand actions and statements. The organizations to 

which brands have donated do rely on corporate wealth, and admitting that the Black 

community is under attack is a positive change for a corporate narrative. In racial 

capitalist structures change in increments can be barely visible, leaving one to question 

if it’s happening at all. Brand action is subdued and slow, because corporations are 

unable or slow to change. The glacial pace can make Ben & Jerry’s chipping away 

seem radical and revolutionary. At the very least Ben & Jerry’s is capitalizing on one 

thing brands can do well. They have recognized that making noise and getting attention 

are their greatest assets, but have failed to admit that that noise and attention primarily 

delivers profit and serves to uphold racist structure rather than tear it down.  

 

  

                                                
207 “Activist DeRay Mckesson: If You Take Black Lives Matter Seriously, Now Is the Time to Step Up As a 
Corporate Citizen” Just Capitl, accessed April 7, 2021; https://justcapital.com/news/activist-deray-
mckesson-on-corporate-response-to-george-floyd-protests/ 
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11. In the Comments 

One of the factors driving brands to speak on issues proactively on social media 

is reputation. Audiences are more likely to engage with and feel good about a brand that 

is promoting a strong CSR message, and in turn - because engagement with brand 

content makes that content more likely to be seen by others - audiences propagate 

those brand messages simply by paying attention. Tiziana Teranova points out that this 

attention economy “is, then, also the economy of socialization of ideas, affects and 

percepts, and hence an economy of social production and cooperation.”208 During the 

2020 Black Lives Matter protests, some brands that capitalized on their ability to ensure 

audience cooperation found themselves having to respond to direct criticism. 

Social media channels like Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook are used regularly 

by brands to advertise and to build brand awareness. Because the platforms are visual, 

used by billions of people, and built around an advertising model, they are naturally 

effective ways to get messages in front of audiences that a brand is trying to attract. But 

they function as more than strictly broadcast vehicles. As they are “social” platforms, a 

critical part of their functionality is giving users the ability to interact. When a brand acts 

on a social platform, an individual has the ability to attempt to speak to or connect with 

them. This social aspect of these channels is becoming a core business function of the 

brands that operate there. While 88% of US marketers are leveraging them for brand 

awareness and brand building209 brands are also investing in social media to identify 

groups not already targeted (25.6%), retain current customers (55.5%), and improve 

                                                
208 Terranova, “Attention, Economy, and the Brain.” 
209 “How Do US Companies Use Social Media? (% of Respondents, Feb 2018 & Feb 2019),” Insider 
Intelligence, accessed February 6, 2021, https://www.emarketer.com/chart/227582/how-do-us-
companies-use-social-media-of-respondents-feb-2018-feb-2019. 
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customer service (40.8%). Many brands have invested heavily in the latter, occasionally 

setting up new divisions and social accounts strictly to deal with customer service 

online. For example, Nike and Starbucks both have a team dedicated to social media 

customer service and have created unique channels to handle inquiries. 

 

Figure 57 @StarbuckCare on Twitter 

Figure 58 @NikeService on Twitter 
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These large investments and the speed with which such channels respond to customers 

conveys that these brands are committed to helping and answering questions. They 

allow a brand to talk about and demonstrate a sense of transparency, empathy, and 

interest in the opinions of the individuals that follow them. They also help to isolate 

customer complaints and keep them away from brands’ core messages. Here is a 

typical example of this type of brand interaction210: 

https://twitter.com/TheExpertSourc1/status/1312465960238899200 

An individual has directed their message at a brand - in this case, @Walmart - to 

complain about a purchase. A team of representatives monitoring social media for such 

complaints uses the customer service channel - @WalmartHelp - to intervene and take 

                                                
210 The Expert Source, “@Walmart Walmart!! What the Hell Is This Piece of Metal That I Found in My 
Frozen Chicken?? Https://T.Co/OsYkdQNNH6,” Tweet, @TheExpertSourc1 , October 3, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/TheExpertSourc1/status/1312465960238899200. 

Figure 59 @WalmartHelp response 

https://twitter.com/TheExpertSourc1/status/1312465960238899200
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the conversation away from the main content and advertising channel, and even take 

the conversation offline. As brands get more active online, this becomes a standard 

brand practice: intercept customer service concerns and complaints; move the 

conversation out of view; deal with the complaint off of social media. By moving the 

conversation away from the primary channel, a brand can help to ensure that fewer 

people will see it. By default a user’s Twitter feed will only display content from accounts 

that that user follows. If you follow someone complaining to @Walmart, you may see 

that complaint tweet. If you also follow @Walmart, you are more likely to see that 

complaint tweet and any responses as Twitter’s algorithm will favour interactions 

involving multiple people you follow. If you only follow @Walmart and not the 

complainer, but that complaint is getting a lot of attention from others, Twitter’s 

algorithm might determine that you should see that content. In short, the more people 

that follow an account which is having a complaint directed at it, the more people will 

see it. When Walmart, Nike, or Starbucks intercept a complaining customer using a 

specialized customer service account, inevitably fewer people will see the complaint: 

1.2 million people follow @Walmart, and 16,700 follow @WalmartHelp; 8.3 million 

people follow @Nike, and 198,000 follow @NikeService; 10.9 million people follow 

Starbucks, and 16,400 follow @StarbucksCare. 

To help brands, Twitter has built a customized “Send us a private message” 

button that brands can use when faced with customer issues or PR crises. It’s one of 

the tools that Twitter advertises to brands looking to deal with PR issues. On a business 

blog post, Twitter stresses that brands have an action plan worked out to handle crises: 

Your communications plan should include: 
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● Crisis scenarios. Include both events you can anticipate 

(extreme weather or a systems interruption) and those you 

can’t (leaked news or executive misconduct). 

● Your communications response framework. Who is 

authorized to reply? What is escalated and to whom? Where 

is the official source of truth to reference? What level of 

compensation, if any, can affected customers be offered? It’s 

important to be ready to communicate directly to customers 

as soon as possible.211 

Offering this sort of advice to advertisers acts as a counterbalance to the often 

high-profile PR issues that are fuelled by Twitter activity. For instance, in 2017 Pepsi 

pulled a multi-million dollar ad campaign featuring Kendall Jenner uniting protesters and 

police with a can of Pepsi.212 Tweets such as this213 

 

Figure 60 A Twitter response to the Kendall Jenner Pepsi ad 

                                                
211 “Are You Ready to Handle Your next Company Crisis on Twitter?,” accessed February 6, 2021, 
https://business.twitter.com/en/blog/handle-your-next-company-crisis-on-twitter.html. 
212 Lucy Handley, “Kendall Jenner’s Pepsi Ad Pulled after Twitter Backlash,” CNBC, April 5, 2017, 
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/04/05/kendall-jenners-pepsi-ad-causes-twitter-storm-labeled-
disrespectful.html. 
213 Ethereal bisexual who wears mostly black, “The Kendall Jenner Pepsi Fiasco Is a Perfect Example of 
What Happens When There’s No Black People in the Room When Decisions Are Being Made.,” Tweet, 
@Travon , April 4, 2017, https://twitter.com/Travon/status/849409230754983936. 
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were shared thousands of times, creating pressure for the brand to respond to a public 

that was calling them out for the action. Brands work to hide potential PR crises. While 

individuals raising issues may get compensation and support from the brands they are 

seeking out, these brand tactics are primarily serving to subdue virality. 

 A common mode of reaction to brand statements that has made it difficult to 

subdue virality has been a short, witty call-out with the simple question “this you?” 

accompanying an image of the brand’s racist past 

 

Figure 61 @Mlle_carter calls out H&M 

https://twitter.com/Mlle_carter/status/1268295220069896193 

 

https://twitter.com/Mlle_carter/status/1268295220069896193
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Figure 62 @charisserenee calls out Disney 

https://twitter.com/charissereneee/status/1268366670323728386 

 

https://twitter.com/charissereneee/status/1268366670323728386
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Figure 63 @hcminaj calls out American Girl 

https://twitter.com/hcminaj/status/1270479263033155585 

By employing humour to call attention to the hypocrisy of brand statements, these Black 

twitter users are attempting to topple the story and sentiment that these brands are 

setting up. They are employing the language and behaviour of Twitter in a more 

authentic and memorable way than the brands they are speaking with, but those brands 

have a machine behind them ready and financially able to absolve past sins.  

When brands commented on the killing of George Floyd and the movement for 

racial justice, they opened themselves up to criticism from social media users. As 

virtually every brand to release a statement benefits from racial capitalism and the 

https://twitter.com/hcminaj/status/1270479263033155585
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structures that ensure inequality, there was much for users to take issue with in their 

comments and replies. The many and diverse protests that happened around the world 

were given new mini avenues of protest with each brand proclamation.  

Wells Fargo claimed to be committed to “substantive change to address racial 

inequities and social justice.” 

 

https://twitter.com/WellsFargo/status/1267849062713372676 

In their replies, their audience pointed out that: 

Figure 64 Wells Fargo brand statement 

https://twitter.com/WellsFargo/status/1267849062713372676
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● Wells Fargo has preyed on Black and Latino homebuyers in California.214 

● Black women have been accused of fraud by Wells Fargo employees for simply 

cashing a cheque.215 

                                                
214 “(3) Tweets with Replies by Anthony Armstrong (@MrArmstrong13) / Twitter,” Twitter, accessed 
February 7, 2021, https://twitter.com/MrArmstrong13. 
215 Paul McLaughlin, “@WellsFargo Prove It. Https://T.Co/DsXVK4FLmP,” Tweet, @paul_mclaughlin , 
June 18, 2020, https://twitter.com/paul_mclaughlin/status/1273671409517166594. 

Figure 65 @MrArmstrong calls out Wells Fargo 

Figure 66 @paul_mclaughlin calls out Wells fargo 
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● Black Lives Matter debit card designs are rejected by the bank.216 

Wells Fargo has announced that management and staff will be given new education 

sessions including “anti-racism” training.217  

 

                                                
216 Shuri Belafonte, “@WellsFargo I’m Due for a New Card and Submitted My Own Black Lives Matter 
Design Using Your Customize Tool. I Got Email Yesterday Rejecting the Design Even Though It Fit 
Withing Your Size/Color Parameters. Tell Me More about How You Were Going to Be Supporting My 
Community?,” Tweet, @ohnah_ , June 13, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/ohnah_/status/1271922001943441409. 
217 “Wells Fargo CEO: ‘A Watershed Moment,’” Wells Fargo Stories, June 19, 2020, 
https://stories.wf.com/wells-fargo-ceo-a-watershed-moment/. 

Figure 67 @ohnah_ states that a Black Lives Matter design was rejected be 
Wells Fargo 
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In their statement, PepsiCo said they “are focusing on increasing 

representation.”218 

 

Several people responded by pointing out that PepsiCo still owned the Aunt Jemima 

brand.219 

                                                
218 PepsiCo, “We’re Committed to Doing Our Part to Help Dismantle the Systemic Racial Barriers That 
Block Social + Economic Progress for Black People in This Country. Today We’re Announcing a $400M+ 
Initiative Focused on 3 Pillars: People, Business, and Communities: Https://T.Co/5gn9uFXiYw 
Https://T.Co/UnQOK49fxH,” Tweet, @PepsiCo , June 16, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/PepsiCo/status/1272991496392847361. 
219 Che O’Grady, “@PepsiCo @KyKatEyes With All the Work That Is Currently Being Done across 
America by People, Businesses and Institutions to Confront Racism towards Black People, It Is Time for 
Your Company to Begin a Dialogue about the Name of This Product. #blacklivesmatter #nomoremammy 
#nomoreauntjemima Https://T.Co/0iKQ9AriXr,” Tweet, @CheOGrady , June 16, 2020, 
https://twitter.com/CheOGrady/status/1272964084497956864. 

Figure 68 PepsiCo brand statement 

Figure 69 @CheOGrady calls out PepsiCo 
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PepsiCo responded to the criticism by announcing that they will drop the logo, 

recognizing that “ Aunt Jemima's origins are based on a racial stereotype."220 

Starbucks said in their statement that they would “confront racism to create a 

more inclusive and just world”221  

 

Figure 70 Starbucks brand statement 

                                                
220 Thomson Reuters · Posted: Jun 17, 2020 9:51 AM ET | Last Updated: June 17, and 2020, “Aunt 
Jemima Logo Dropped, Uncle Ben’s under Review as Brands Confront Racial Stereotypes | CBC News,” 
CBC, June 17, 2020, https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/pepsico-quaker-aunt-jemima-1.5615391. 
221 Starbucks Coffee, “Https://T.Co/CUXFFEY9yQ.” 
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Some users pointed out that two men were arrested at a Starbucks in 2018 for being 

Black in a Starbucks. Others called on the brand to overturn their policy which banned 

employees from showing support of Black Lives Matter while working, leading to 

#BoycottStarbucks to trend for some time.  

 

As a result, Starbucks reversed the policy and made an official uniform shirt with the 

words “Black Lives Matter” on it.222 

                                                
222 Elizabeth Segran, Elizabeth Segran, and Elizabeth Segran, “Starbucks Banned Employees from 
Wearing BLM T-Shirts. Now It’s Making Its Own,” Fast Company, June 16, 2020, 
https://www.fastcompany.com/90516865/starbucks-banned-employees-from-wearing-blm-t-shirts-now-its-
designing-its-own. 

Figure 71 Boycott Starbucks petition 

Figure 72 Starbucks reverses policy 
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In the regular course of business, PR crisis management has become a core 

competency of many leading brands on social media platforms. They expertly subdue 

crises by hiding them as best they can and treating voiced concerns as discreet 

customer service issues rather than letting them stand as examples of the brand being 

less than it presents itself to be. The statements that brands issued following George 

Floyd’s death have been shown to create fissures in the management of their 

reputation. On the one hand the statements are the type of proactive brand statement 

that ensures them increased visibility and likability, but on the other they touch on 

issues that are fundamental problems with the brands’ success. In order to combat 

racism, brands need to grapple not just with the racist policies it has in place or with the 

racist actions of certain employees, but rather they have to grapple with the ways in 

which their continued growth and success perpetuate systemic racism.  
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12. We Now Return You To Our Regular Programming 

How long did it take each of the top 100 brands to resume their regularly 

scheduled posting following their social brand statement? 

 

Verizon 13 minutes 

Pampers 35 minutes 

BMW 36 minutes 

American Express 62 minutes 

Coca-Cola 2 hours 

Toyota 2 hours 

CVS 2 hours 

McDonald's 5 hours 

Dell 5 hours 

IBM 6 hours 

ESPN 7 hours 

Hyundai 9 hours 

Amazon 1 day 

Walmart 1 day 

SAP 1 day 

Pepsi 1 day 

Starbucks 1 day 

Frito-Lay 1 day 

Audi 1 day 

Deloitte 1 day 

UPS 1 day 

Siemens 1 day 

Nestle 1 day 

Porsche 1 day 

Wells Fargo 1 day 

Chevrolet 1 day 
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PwC 1 day 

John Deere 1 day 

Burger King 1 day 

EY 1 day 

FedEx 1 day 

Volkswagen 1 day 

Gillette 2 days 

Chanel 3 days 

Honda 4 days 

Zara 4 days 

H&M 4 days 

Lexus 4 days 

Santander 4 days 

AT&T 5 days 

Google 5 days 

Cisco 6 days 

Mastercard 6 days 

T-Mobile 6 days 

PayPal 6 days 

Colgate 7 days 

Nintendo 7 days 

Chase 8 days 

Louis Vuitton 9 days 

Cartier 9 days 

Fox 9 days 

Goldman Sachs 9 days 

Citi 10 days 

Lancôme 10 days 

KFC 10 days 

Visa 11 days 

Budweiser 11 days 
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L'Oréal 11 days 

IKEA 11 days 

Sony 11 days 

Uniqlo 11 days 

Gucci 12 days 

Ebay 12 days 

LEGO 12 days 

Netflix 13 days 

Mercedes-Benz 14 days 

Bank of America 14 days 

HP 14 days 

Microsoft 15 days 

Nescafe 15 days 

Intel 16 days 

Accenture 19 days 

Home Depot 20 days 

Disney 22 days 

NIKE 23 days 

Adobe 23 days 

Apple 55 days 

Adidas 57 days 

Hennessy 72 days 

Facebook 77 days 

Samsung Did not make a statement 

Oracle Did not make a statement 

GE Did not make a statement 

Marlboro Did not make a statement 

Hermès Did not make a statement 

HSBC Did not make a statement 

J.P. Morgan Did not make a statement 

Corona Did not make a statement 
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Ford Did not make a statement 

Red Bull Did not make a statement 

Lowe's Did not make a statement 

Costco Did not make a statement 

Rolex Did not make a statement 

Danone Did not make a statement 

Heineken Did not make a statement 

AXA Did not make a statement 

Allianz Did not make a statement 

Caterpillar Did not make a statement 

Huawei Did not make a statement 

UBS Did not make a statement 
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