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Introduction 

The aim of the teaching notes of this brand management case is to prepare the 
presenter with valuable information and instructions to present the case in a 
structured manner. It will help the presenter to prepare for conducting an informative 
and engaging class discussion. The document contains a summary of the case, and a 
short introduction to the theory which is relevant for the case. It also provides a list of 
relevant question that must be discussed in class in order to achieve the intended 
learnings. Then, the teaching notes will provide suggestions to the teacher on how to 
engage the listeners with various tools such as storytelling, as well as a teaching plan 
that will help to structure the use of board for collecting discussion points. Lastly we 
present our reflections. 

Case Synopsis 

In the fall of 2016, just days after the controversial U.S. election, New Balance’s 
head of public affairs made a comment on how the outcome of said election played 
well in their favor. Quickly after, Wall Street Journal’s Sara Germano posted a tweet 
claiming that New Balance “feel things are going to move in the right direction” following 
Donald Trump’s election victory. Her tweet recorded wildfire-like popularity and 
soon after its publication, the tweet was shared by the influential sneaker retailer 
SoleCollector.com. In their post, the message went a step further and claimed that 
“New Balance is the first major sportswear company to publicly back president Donald 
Trump”. 

The update was not accepted well by New Balance’s core customer base, the 
majority of which consists of young, ethnically diverse, urban residents. Multiple 
images and videos of people trashing and burning NB sneakers were published 
shortly after the statements were released, with many frustrated customers 
renouncing the brand for good. To make matters worse, Neo-Nazi supporters quickly 
dubbed the brand as the “official shoes of White People” and urged for white 
supremacists to purchase in order to become identifiable among their right-wing 
peers.  
Learning objectives 

During the presentation and discussion of this case, the audience should get 
several insights and outcomes, which will be touched upon in this section. However, 
this case represents not only one single incident that happened out of mistake, but a 
rather an example of a bigger issue. One should ask oneself if there are some topics 
that should be completely off-limit for organizations to give their public opinion about.  
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Corporate Brand Reputation  
  

A corporate brand reputation is “a collective representation of a firm’s past actions 
and results that describes the firm’s ability to deliver valued outcomes to multiple 
stakeholders” (Urde & Greyser, 2016: 95-96). It consists of several elements: The 
quality of a product/service, employer satisfaction, customer satisfaction, customer 
service, innovation, vision and leadership, CSR, profitability, market position, and 
comprehensive reputation (Roper & Fill, 2012). It is “the essence of the brand”, i.e. the 
distinctive attribute/characteristic most closely associated with the brand’s meaning 
and success (Greyser, 2009). It is the measure of the quality of a corporate brand (Roper 
& Fill, 2012) as perceived by stakeholders, accumulated over time (Urde & Greyser, 
2016).  

Managing such reputation can be hard, especially since it entails questions about 
actual perception and ideal perception. That is, now the brand is actually perceived by 
stakeholder, and how the company would like for the brand to be seen. Controlling 
this requires a constant focus on the market-oriented positioning, so that the brand 
satisfies the customer (Urde & Greyser, 2016). However, corporations are finding that 
consumers, customers, and stakeholders have elevated expectations about what they 
buy and of corporate behavior (Greyser, 2009). Greyser argues that these high 
requirements will result in more salient companies in the future, due to a larger 
population with bigger income, who crave more consistent quality and reliability. 
“Inconsistent and contradictory corporate messages, however they are delivered, can damage a 
company’s reputation” (Roper & Fill, 2012: 13). And nowadays, consumers have the 
advantage of being able communicate more easily. It is difficult to build, control and 
protect a brand in the high-tech 21st century due to technological advancement and 
user created content (Roper & Fill, 2012). Sharing uncensored information is easier than 
ever, and trust in companies is now lower than ever.  

“The demands on companies are unquestionably greater than they were. We are 
surrounded and dominated by 24-hour media that has a huge capacity to 
fill…  The fact is that we are under scrutiny all the time from the media and others. 
The information revolution is here and has changed things irrevocably. Often 
uncensored and unlicensed individuals are communicating if not on behalf of the 
organization then with a clear link to its brand name.”  (Roper & Fill, 2012: 9) 

The authors discussed above thus argue consumers demand consistency, and are 
able to affect brand through technology, making it impossible to manage the brand to 
the same extent anymore. Greyser supports this statement by arguing that even a 
positive platform for a brand can be hijacked by others for their own advocacy 
(Greyser, 2009).  

New Balance is, according to CEO Robert DeMartini, a company of diversity, so 
an association with a far-right movement would be less than desirable, as it goes 
against the core values of the brand. So when New Balance experienced a hijack of 
their brand, a strong reaction followed from its consumers, due to a feeling of 
inconsistency with brand core, making the brand unreliable – resulting in consumers 
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publicly setting fire to the shoes and the declaration of the brand being official neo-
nazi-supplier.  

If we continue this thought of core values and communication, we can apply the 
case onto the CBIRM by Urde & Greyser (2016) (see Exhibit A), and the communication 
horizontal, for further discussion: New Balance’s statement was arguably tampered 
with, making the entire communication horizontal go out of balance. The political 
support of Donald Trump did not fit with the brand core, or the characteristics of the 
personality. This, according to the matrix, affected the recognizability and credibility of 
the company (Urde & Greyser, 2016), leaving the consumers with a pair of shoes at 
home that suddenly symbolized an ideology that they maybe did not agree with.  

New Balance is a special case, because the company did not address an ideology 
per se, but was made to look as if they supported Trump. However, it becomes evident 
from the case that addressing strong political ideologies as an organization (even 
unintentionally) is dangerous, especially if the ideology does not relate to the 
communicated personality of the company.  It is something to refrain from unless it 
clearly correlates to the brand core, and the majority of the customer segment 
empathizes with the ideology.  

For New Balance, the damage was done. However, both Greyser (2009) and Roper 
& Fill (2012) argue that having established a positive reputation prior to an unfortunate 
situation might be of help. Greyser argues authenticity is part of this. Authenticity in 
context is when the company communicates, behaves according to core values, sticks 
to their guns, and defends their truth in times of trouble. This will invoke the trust they 
have build over time, in case the company should experience crisis (Greyser, 2009). 
New Balance did not defend their truth in times of trouble, they did not stick to their 
guns. There was no reaction from the company until a week after the unfortunate spin 
of the words from the Wall Street Journal interview. Unfortunately, during this time 
the consumers and the media had the opportunity to continue spinning on the story, 
until New Balance finally gave a strong statement about the authenticity of the brand 
core rather than the crisis itself.  

Ganies-Ross (2008) outlines a 12-step guide to restoring the corporate reputation 
which is broken down into 4 main stages: First is to minimize the damage, and rescue 
what can be rescued. Next is identifying what went wrong. Then a strategy for 
rebuilding the reputation must be put in place, which lastly should be sustained for 
the long term (Gaines-Ross, 2008, mentioned in Roper & Fill, 2012). New Balance 
choice to ignore the crisis for a week is not an example of either of the points mentioned 
in Gaines-Ross 12-step guide. However, it is arguable that the crisis blew over by itself 
quite quickly because the company possesses a strong positive brand, which is 
strengthened by Roper and Fill (2012) claiming that “Having a positive reputation will 
protect the organization from the occasional glitch” (Roper & Fill, 2012: 31). 
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Corporate Brand Communication 

Corporate communication has two main purposes. The first is external and is 
usually perceived as the most important one. The external communication from the 
organization is meant to influence and shape how stakeholders think of the 
organization, thus its reputation. The second is internal and is supposed to influence 
the corporate strategy (Roper & Fill, 2012).  

The communication of an organization can be linked to its reputation since a solid 
corporate communication might better convey the company’s identity and values to 
stakeholders and thus help in building a good reputation (Fombrun & Rindova, 1998). 
This further stresses the importance of good corporate communication. Greyser (2009) 
also talks about the role of communication in the building and upholding of a good 
reputation and identity. He focuses on trust and how it is essentially the foundation 
the communication must be based on in order to be successful (Greyser, 2009). 

It is of importance that the organization has a united front against its surroundings 
and that they are consistent in their communication. By contradicting oneself and 
being vague and inconsistent the organization risks damaging its reputation (Roper & 
Fill, 2012). This, again, argues for the need for consistency in the communication.  

As much as corporate communication is of importance when building a strong 
reputation and brand, it is also vital in order to keep and if needed to restore the same. 
Brands are fragile and can easily be negatively influenced by external factors (Greyser, 
2009). 

Issues might arise in organizations, issues in turn might become crises if not 
handled properly. Chase (1984), defines an issue as “an unsettled matter which is ready 
for decision” (Chase, 1984: 38). Issues should always be taken seriously as they risk 
turning into crises if not handled properly and a mismanaged crisis risks damaging 
the brand and its image (Roper & Fill, 2012). If the brand itself is a central part of the 
issue, it should be considered as a bigger threat than if not (Greyser, 2009). 

Figure A Strategic Responses to Issues (Roper & Fill, 2012: 306) 
 

 
 

For handling issues, four main strategies can be used: Silence, Accommodation, 
Reasoning and Advocacy (see Figure A). The silence strategy is simply put to not do 
anything. Either in hope of it drawing less attention to the company or to buy time for 
figuring out further action. The silence strategy can be useful when the issue is 
perceived to be a small threat that might not get much attention (Roper & Fill, 2009: 
306).  
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The second strategy, accommodation, calls for the company to adapt to its 
environment to accommodate the issue. The reasoning strategy allows the 
organization to use the help of stakeholders to come to a solution. The last strategy, 
advocacy, can be seen as the opposite of the accommodation strategy.  The objective 
here is to change the environment, thus changing the views of the stakeholders in 
regards to the issue (Roper & Fill, 2009: 306). 

Summary of Key Learnings 

The main takeaways from the learning objectives can be summarized into the 
following 5 points shown in Table A. These five insights together provide an overview 
of how an organization should handle a crisis. 

 
Table A Summary of Key Learning Objectives 

 

Discussion Questions 

Our case should address the following questions to the class. The class will act as 
audience to the case presentation, as well as participants in the following discussion, 
taking the role of external Online Reputation Managers. We aim at addressing the 
following discussion questions: 

•   What is New Balance’ most rational move in order to control the situation? 
 

•   How can the CEO and his team salvage his brand’s hard-earned reputation? 
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•   How can New Balance regain what was lost in terms of reputational capital?  
 

•   Would you advise for any specific course of action? 

Teaching suggestions 
When holding the case, the instructors are not only supposed to be presenting the 

case, but also leading the discussion. For the case to be successfully moderated, it is 
important to give good thought to the teaching. Generally, it is important to be 
engaging and clear, but additionally, there are some points to take into consideration 
when holding the class. 

Firstly, the use of a PowerPoint presentation will help visualize the case. Like in 
any presentation, including interesting visuals engages the audience, and helps 
explain the case. The PowerPoint offers a possibility to show photos and videos related 
to the case. It is like storytelling: “Increase emotions, Help people understand an 
organization, Increase recall of vision and values, Develop relationships” (Roper & Fill, 2012). 
In the same sense, a timeline can also be provided through the slides, giving the 
audience a visual understanding of the courses of action throughout the period in 
question.  

Secondly, it can be beneficial to include the whiteboard for yet another visual 
element of the teaching. It can help keep track of the thought that are going through 
the room during the discussion as they happen, and keep all participant in the same 
structure that is visible on the board.  

Lastly, the teacher or instructor has a vital role in leading the discussion. He or she 
should come prepared with a clear definition of where the discussions should go (see 
more in Learning Objectives). He or she should also steer the discussion in case it gets 
too far off track, whilst at the same time as being a bit flexible if interesting discussions 
come up. In this way, the instructor should be the facilitator of the discussion, without 
influencing it. By presenting the questions for the class in the presentation, the 
instructor can keep reminding the group of the topic at hand. It is the instructor's job 
to keep the discussion going, and make sure participants achieve learning outcomes.   

Time Plan – How to use the time most effectively 

It is important to manage the amount of time spent on each part of the case. The 
class should have a thorough introduction and background of the case to be able to 
make an interesting discussion. Also, there should be sufficient time to come around 
all interesting themes in this discussion. Therefore, the time plan for the discussion 
should be divided as displayed in Figure B. 
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Figure B Time Plan 

 
 

In the first part of the presentation, the audience will be introduced to New 
Balance. In this part the agenda will also be quickly run through. Then, the 
presentation moves on to the actual incident or crisis that occurred and gives the 
audience a background to the issue.  
 

After this, the most important part of the case takes place, the discussions. The 
first discussion is the bigger one and we suggest this take around 40 % of the total 
teaching time as it is where the audience will be able to acquire the outcomes stated in 
the learning objectives. The first discussion handles the first and second discussion 
question and surrounds the topic of How to respond when in a situation like the one 
New Balance found themselves in. Discussion 1 is then follow by discussion 2, which 
is given a bit less time in the frame, but still one of the bigger elements of the class. The 
second discussion part regards the third and fourth discussion questions and revolves 
around the subject of How to rebuild after a crisis situation like New Balance and how 
the audience would have acted if they had been part of the NB team. 

 
To finish off, a few minutes will be spent on the actual managerial outcomes. 

How the management handled the issue and also quickly inviting the audience to one 
last time give their opinion. 

Teaching Plan - How to structure the use of the board  
The whiteboard can help structure the discussion as it happens, as well as 

reminding the audience of earlier discussion points.  

For the first part of the discussion on how New Balance should act in relation to 
the crisis, we suggest that the board moderator mentally (not visibly) divides the board 
into four quadrants or boxes, each representing one of the four strategic responses to 
the crisis Suggested by Roper & Fill (2012: 306): Silent strategy, Reasoning, Advocacy, 
Accommodation. The discussion will be done inductively, inviting the class to discuss 
freely what the most rational move of order should be. Meanwhile, the board 
moderator will categorize the statements from the discussion into the invisible boxes. 
This will, at first, look a little messy, but there is a sense to the madness. When the 
instructors feel that the topic is saturated, the boxes will be drawn around the 
statements that belong to each category. Thus, the board will reveal that the discussion 
of appropriate reaction to crisis can be categorized. This should highlight our context-
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argument (made in the reflections below) about how crises management has no 
standardized approach, but individual reactions can be categorized.  

Another board could be used to write out important themes or concepts that 
should be highlighted throughout the discussion. This can serve as a reminder to the 
class what theoretical aspects are mentioned during discussion, and serve as a tool for 
tying knots together whilst presenting. For this particular case it would make sense to 
mention the concepts of perception, empowered consumer, hijacking brand meaning, 
authenticity, staying true to core value, positive reputation, the importance of internal and 
external communication, trust, and crisis strategy. This in order to strengthen to 
theoretical ties to the case.  

The second part of the discussion (after the company’s reaction has been revealed) 
should be done on a separate whiteboard, and relate to how to make New Balance 
Great Again. Specifically, we will address 1) to the question of whether the reaction 
was the right one, 2) the question of how to regain what was lost during the crisis (and 
if anything was lost?) and 3) find advice for specific future course of action. In this 
sense, the board should be divided into three branches or boxes related to these three 
topics. The third topic is more of a recap of the discussion, a conclusion if you will. 

Reflections 
It has become obvious to us during this case writing that brands are fragile. A 

minor statement can be blown up to proportions and shared online without questions 
of legitimacy. Furthermore, the right course of action when enduring crisis can be 
discussed endlessly.  

The literature offers several examples for standardized approaches, both 
regarding on how to handle it, as well as when and where. However, we have 
understood how context plays a big part in making the right decision. Each case 
represents an example of larger structures on the market, that other companies have 
also endured. Nonetheless, the right course of action cannot be copying what others 
did in a similar instance. Every brand is fragile in its own way. Case studies have 
therefore proved very useful, as they assess a particular incident in context. Studying 
cases has shown this case-writer group the benefit of case studies, as crisis 
management ought not to be generalized into categories (as it often is in literature), 
but should be dealt with individually.  

This realization was a large part of the transformation from student to teacher. 
Realizing the benefit of studying individual incidents made us aware of how our case 
can help others understand a general phenomenon – that of addressing political 
ideologies as an organization, and how one company chose to handle the crisis 
following such an address. We learned a great deal about the topic at hand, of course, 
but also about how to frame it as a question with no definite answer. Because, as said, 
there is no such thing. 
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Our choice to build the case around the question of whether to address political 
ideologies, was quite obvious. New Balance was a clear example of how addressing 
political standpoints can be a sensitive topic for a company, because the consequences 
for New Balance were eminent only a few days after the political statement was made. 
However, the spin on the case could also have been more focused on the loss of control 
over brand communication in the 21st century, due to technological advancement and 
social media. We stated earlier that the statement of New Balance’s head of public 
affairs to the Wall Street Journal were hijacked and tampered with via twitter, resulting 
in outraged customers, publicly burning shoes. Arguably, this reaction would not have 
been equally dramatic, or had happened equally fast, if it had happened 10-15 years 
ago. In this sense, the case could have specifically focused on the loss of control that 
brands have over their communication in the 21st century techspressive society.  

Some elements of our presentation worked very well, and some are worth 
reflection on. It seemed that the audience enjoyed the visual element of the time line, 
and the power point show overall. They also appreciated the incorporation of theory 
through the structure of the white board. In class, we reflected a bit upon the idea of 
bringing theory into “business life”, and how models can some times limit our 
thinking.  

We also reflected on the questions we had chosen to ask the participants. It seemed 
that we had jumped immediately to asking for actions that would contain the crisis, 
rather than first assessing the damage done so far (at this point in the discussion, New 
Balance was still using the silence strategy). In other words, we realized a need to 
establish the extent of the crisis, before moving on with possible actions. It was a key 
learning point for us that, even though time was of the essence, crisis-assessment was 
necessary in order to make the right decision for further action.  

Another take-away was how the number of participants affected the discussion. 
We had six participants in our discussion group, which means everyone’s opinion 
mattered. However, it also meant that very few were given. When preparing for the 
presentation we had not taken into account that there would be so few participants, so 
unfortunately we had not mentally prepared for this. This meant that we felt the need 
to steer the discussion to a larger extent than hoped for. Being new to this role, we 
became aware of how easy it is to become too leading, by mistake. This yet another 
key learning point for us.   
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Appendix 

Exhibit A Corporate Brand Identity & Reputation Matrix (Urde & Greyser, 2016) 
 

 


