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Corporate reputation is an important intangible asset in the whole clothes business, in an industry where scandals regarding ethics and quality can be fatal to consumer trust. This study examines the extent to which international clothing brands restore their reputation and reclaim consumer trust as a result of ethical or quality failures. The research uses an interpretivist philosophy and an inductive and qualitative multiple-case study design. The three global fast fashion brands under analysis are Boohoo, H&M and Primark. Data are obtained only from secondary sources (company reports, investigative media, publications of NGOs, and verified social media sources). Thematic and cross-case analysis is used in this study with the help of Situational Crisis Communication Theory, Trust Repair Theory, and Brand Equity perspectives.
The results suggest that transparency, accountability, and trusted corrective measures play a key role in the restoration of trust. Recovery strategies vary from brand to brand, based on perceived responsibility, crisis severity and stakeholder expectations. Consistent with Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), reactive responses (denial or justification) correlate with more serious damage to reputation. Whereas proactive strategies that are supported by visible structural changes are involved in gradual trust gain.
The theoretical contribution of this study is to extend the crisis communication and trust repair literature in the context of fast fashion industries. Practically, in terms of giving guidance to brand managers on their post-crisis communication, ethical repositioning and long-term reputation recovery. The research brings originality of thought through the comparative analysis, addressing a recognised gap in existing scholarship.
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[bookmark: _Toc220550506]Chapter 1: Introduction
Corporate reputation is widely known as a strategic intangible asset, especially true for the global apparel industry, where the value of both brands and consumers’ trust, ethical credibility, and perceived social responsibility is closely associated. Unlike tangible resources, reputation is accumulated step by step through consistent behaviour, open communication and correspondence between the corporate claims and the operational realities (Kim, Giroux and Lee, 2021). In the case of the fast-fashion industry, reputation plays a decisive role in influencing consumer choice, loyalty, and long-term competitiveness, given that production often is easily substitutable, and, where competition is intense and based on prices. Consequently, reputational damage can quickly destroy the equity and status of the brand and the business. In recent years, several high-profile scandals have revealed the reputation vulnerability of the international clothing brands. Boohoo suffered a fierce backlash after details emerged of the exploitation of labour in its supply chain in the UK, such as allegations of unsafe working conditions and underpayment (Jafarzadeh et al., 2021). H&M fought ongoing criticism over its fostering greenwashing justice, where services of environmental claims have been perceived as humoured by free movement from aspects of actual sustainability performance (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2023). Primark, while less vocal in its approach to communication about the crisis, has been under long-term scrutiny when it comes to supply chain ethics and labour standards across sourcing regions. These cases are telling of how these ethical and quality failures are not isolated cases, but rather represent some of the systemic challenges of the fast fashion business models. The escalation of stakeholder activism has increased the risk to reputation (Kwok, Lee and Han, 2022). Investigative journalism, non-governmental organisations, and digitally empowered consumers now hold corporate behaviour to a higher level of scrutiny than they used to. Social media platforms accelerate cycles of outrage, intensify negative framing of crises, and erode managerial control in crisis management. Simultaneously, expectations in the areas of the environment, social and governance have shifted from voluntary commitments to moral obligations. In many western markets, brands are no longer just being judged on the quality of the product or the price, but on transparency, accountability and alignment with ethics (Jaspers and Pearson, 2022). While extant research has thoroughly focused on the causes of reputation loss, comparatively little attention has been given to the extent to which trust can be meaningfully repaired after the damage has occurred. Trust repair is not an easy process for reversing trust loss, but rather a complex one that involves behavioural reform, credible communication, and sustained accountability. The extent to which apparel brands of all kinds can navigate this recovery process is thus crucial for academic research, as well as managerial practice. 

[bookmark: _Toc220550507]1.2 Research Aim and Objectives
To examine how international clothing brands rebuild consumer trust and restore their reputation after quality/ethical failures.

1. To identify the causes and consequences of reputation loss.
2. To analyse the crisis-response and trust-recovery strategies used by global apparel brands.
3. To evaluate the effectiveness of communication, transparency, and operational reforms in rebuilding trust.
4. To compare recovery strategies adopted by Boohoo, H&M, and Primark.
5. To develop best-practice recommendations for sustainable reputation recovery.

[bookmark: _Toc220550508]1.3 Research Questions
1. What factors contribute to reputation loss in the international clothing industry?
2. How do brands implement recovery strategies after scandals?
3. Which mechanisms are most effective for rebuilding consumer trust?
4. How do Boohoo, H&M, and Primark compare in their post-crisis recovery approaches?


[bookmark: _Toc220550509]1.4 Academic and Practical Significance
Academically, this study adds to the literature on crisis communication, trust repair, and corporate reputation in that it diverts from the study of crisis causation to the post-crisis recovery. Existing research has often focused on short-term crisis responses or hoverboard consumer reactions, and so long-term trust restoration is under-researched (Isabel, Bergey and Smith, 2024). By combining three viewpoints, including Trust Repair Theory, Situational Crisis Communication Theory, and Brand Equity views, this research provides a multidimensional view of reputation recovery in ethically sensitive industries. The comparative multi-case approach fills another gap in the fast fashion scholarship literature that has mostly employed a single case study or experimental design.
The research also contributes to theorising around the challenge of digital activism and algorithmic amplification to established assumptions about addressing crises. Traditional crisis models have made assumptions about narratives of controllability and discrete events (Jones and Podpadec, 2023). This research shows how, when customers have systemic scandals, and then it repeatedly get exposed to that, it weakens those assumptions - it takes theory and moves it into the present-day digital world.
Practically, the findings offer valuable understandings to the management of brands, public relations, and corporate social responsibility efforts that exist within the apparel industry. The research highlights recovery strategies that increase credibility and gives examples of practices that erode trust, such as symbolic sustainability messaging without structural reform (Mickelsson, van Haren and Lemmink, 2023). Managers can capitalise on these insights to design frameworks for responding to crises that focus on accountability, transparency and third-party validation. Policymakers and industry regulators may also find the findings useful, given the need to develop enforceable standards that ensure transparency of reporting mechanisms related to reducing reputational risk.

[bookmark: _Toc220550510]1.5 Theoretical Framework (Preview)
This research is informed by three complementary theoretical perspectives that explain reputation recovery following corporate crises. Trust Repair Theory is the framing of the argument from its central analytical lens by distinguishing between cognitive trust, which is related to competence and reliability, and affective trust, which is related to benevolence and moral intent (Kuipers and Schonheit, 2022). The theory focuses on the importance of behavioural evidence rather than simply vocal reassurance to restore trust, so it is especially pertinent to the ethical failures that have occurred in fast fashion. Situational Crisis Communication Theory explains the role of the perception of responsibility among stakeholders, including how stakeholders determine the appropriate approach in a crisis. SCCT is useful in analysing how brands will frame apologies, justifications or corrective actions based on the preventability of the crisis. However, this study is also aware of certain limitations of SCCT in the case of systemic and recurring scandals, in which the attribution of responsibility is high regardless of the framing of the response (Khan and Richards, 2021). Brand Equity and Relationship Marketing theory temper these views by conceptualising reputation as a long-term relational resource, rather than an outcome. This framework places a premium on emotional attachment, perceived authenticity, and symbolic meaning, all of which influence post-crisis consumer behaviour. Together, these theories give a strong foundation from which to analyse the repair of trust and reconstruction of reputation in the international clothing industry.
[bookmark: _Toc220550511]1.6 Dissertation Structure
The introduction of the dissertation contains the research background, problem, aim, objectives, questions, and significance. The next chapter is the Literature Review. It contains Crisis communication, trust repair, reputation theory, conceptual framework. Research Methodology consists of philosophy, design, sampling, data collection, analysis, and ethics. Data Analysis describes empirical findings, thematic analysis, and cross-case comparison. Discussion & Findings contains Theory–evidence integration, RQ answers, and theoretical contributions. At last, the Conclusion & Recommendations are based on Key conclusions, managerial implications, limitations, and future research. 



[bookmark: _Toc220550512]Chapter 2: Literature Review
In this literature review, four interrelated sections are provided. Section 2.2 critically analyses the main theoretical postulates which support the ideas of reputation, trust, crisis communication and brand equity. Section 2.3 summarises the overriding themes associated with the issues of reputation crisis and trust relations in the fast-fashion sector. Section 2.4 will analyse the existing empirical research on crisis management and recovery of consumer trust, and Section 2.5 will help to create a conceptual framework to be used in the current research. Together, this chapter appraises the current information to respond to three guiding research questions: (1) How do reputational crises arise in fast-fashion companies? (2) How do brands seek to restore trust after such failures, and (3) what recovery strategies are the most effective in dissimilar instances? Although antecedent research helps in explaining crisis response, it provides little information on long-term trust recovery and cross-brand comparability. Thus, this review is known to reveal salient gaps and provide a systematic basis for the future investigation of trust repair of global clothing brands (Jaspers and Pearson, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc220550513]2.2 Theoretical Foundations
[bookmark: _Toc220550514]2.2.1 Corporate Reputation Theory
Corporate Reputation Theory defines reputation as a long-term and collective assessment based on stakeholder assessments of a firm's behaviour and sense of values (Kim, Giroux and Lee, 2021). In the framework of the fast-fashion industry, reputation is a strategic resource which can determine the notions of legitimacy, trust, and competitive advantage. Ethical miscarriages like labour abuse or ecological abuse are a direct hit on this resource by eroding the perceived integrity. However, the conventional reputation models presuppose fairly constant perception cycles and slow change, which limits their explanatory capabilities in hyper-digital settings (Pyle, Smith and Chevtchouk, 2021). Reputation is ruined faster through social media, and online outrage creates and propagates before the brands can react.  
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Source: (Kim, Giroux and Lee, 2021)
This figure visualises the main elements of the Corporate Reputation Theory and how the reputation of a firm develops over time through the judgment of its behaviour and values by its stakeholders. It's the fragility of reputation in fast-paced, digitally linked industries such as fashion that can easily see scandals destroy trust. More importantly, Corporate Reputation Theory has a problem explaining divided reputations in the online communities. Activists, younger consumers and influencers tend to perceive scandals in a different manner than price-sensitive or less engaged consumers, thus undermining the premise of having a single, unified reputation (Chen, Hyun and Lee, 2022). Although the theory explains the importance of reputational loss, it does not give much information on how trust can be proactively restored following crises, which means that it should be combined with trust- and communication-based models.

[bookmark: _Toc220550515]2.2.2 Trust Repair Theory
Murphy et al. (2022) argue that the Trust Repair Theory is a theory of the mechanisms by which trust may be repaired after violation, and in particular, it differentiates between cognitive trust (competence and reliability) and affective trust (benevolence and goodwill). The difference is especially relevant to fast fashion, where the damage to the affective trust is most commonly caused by the unethical scandals, as compared to the functional performance. According to ​​Gillespie and Dietz (2009), customers can still focus on the low prices and be suspicious of the ethical motives of the brand.
.
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Source: (Quintus et al., 2024)
This is the diagram of the relation between cognitive trust and affective trust in Trust Repair Theory. It helps to distinguish the way that each type of trust is affected by crises and the strategies which brands can use to restore each type of trust, in particular, the importance of corrective actions and transparency. The main advantage of this theory is that it emphasises the importance of corrective action, transparency, and apology. Its main assumption, however, is that trust repair could be attained by reasonable consideration of signals (Ozuem et al., 2021). Trust asymmetry questions this assumption in the context of digital outrage, where, because of the easier loss of trust than its restoration, trust cannot always be restored to pre-crisis levels, and in situations where a system has failed, it may never be so again. Systemic fast-fashion crises demand more structural reformation than the failure of individual products to affect trust perceptions (Quintus et al., 2024). Accordingly, Trust Repair Theory has the advantage of being combined with the crisis attribution and communication theories in explaining the amplification of emotions and repetition of violations.
[bookmark: _Toc220550516]2.2.3 Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT)
SCCT elucidates the way organisations ought to react to a crisis with the attribution of responsibilities based on the stakeholders (Li et al., 2023). It classifies the supply-chain scandals and labour abuse as preventable crises, which require rebuilding solutions, including apology, compensation, and change. This renders SCCT especially applicable to fast fashion.
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Source: (Baloyi et al., 2024)
SCCT is illustrated in this figure, which describes the framework for evaluating crisis responses on the basis of the responsibility attribution. However, SCCT makes rational stakeholder judgment, in which responsibility is evaluated rationally. In internet activism contexts, accountability is socially constructed as opposed to evidence-based. Misinformation, moral outrage and algorithmic amplification distort the attribution processes and hence diminish the predictive accuracy of SCCT (Li et al., 2023). The theory also considers crises as one-time occurrences, but in reality, some brands of fast fashion more often experience cumulative reputational losses through the recurrence of scandals. Relative to Trust Repair Theory, SCCT justifies the choice of responses but not the restoration of trust (Quintus et al., 2024). This restricts its ability to explain long-term re-establishing trust without incorporating the affective and relational theories.

[bookmark: _Toc220550517]2.2.4 Brand Equity and Relationship Marketing
Brand Equity and Relationship marketing focuses on emotional bonds, loyalty and values of the brands and consumers. Emotional equity is capable of mitigating reputational harm; however, it also prompts even greater backlash in case ethical expectations are broken (Quintus et al., 2024). This is directly attributed to affective trust in Trust Repair Theory since they are both based on perceptions of goodwill and sincerity. 
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[bookmark: _Toc220457865][bookmark: _Toc220550893]Figure 4: Brand Equity and Relationship Marketing
Source: (Quintus et al., 2024)
This figure helps to understand the influence of emotional bonds, loyalty, and values in the development of brand equity. It contributes by demonstrating the importance for the consumer of perceptions of a brand's authenticity and goodwill in fostering long-term loyalty to the brand, particularly after a crisis. Critics argued that CSR and sustainability communication have been overplayed, and people no longer have faith in them. Symbolic CSR can barely work in fast fashion without an apparent change in operations (Quintus et al., 2024). This connection is complicated even more by digital era branding, since influencers and online communities are intermediaries of trust. Although the Brand Equity theory puts an emphasis on long-term loyalty, it often underestimates the disruptive nature of digital outrage and activist framing. 

[bookmark: _Toc220550518]2.2.5 Comparison of Four Theories
This section is used to synthesise the key theories used within the study, showing what they explain well, showing where limitations exist and showing how this research is used to respond to those limitations. Rather than discussing the theories separately, the study combines the theories to better capture the reputation recovery in fast fashion contexts in the light of digital activism, ethical scrutiny, and recurring scandals.

	Theory
	Explains well
	Fails to explain
	How this study addresses the gap

	Corporate Reputation Theory
	Reputation as a long-term strategic asset
	Rapid reputation collapse in digital outrage (Quintus et al., 2024)
	Examines recovery under high-velocity online scrutiny

	Trust Repair Theory
	Cognitive and affective trust rebuilding
	How trust recovers amid repeated scandals
	Links behavioural reform visibility to trust repair

	SCCT
	Matching response to responsibility
	Emotional and activist-driven reactions
	Tests SCCT limits in systemic fast-fashion crises (Baloyi et al., 2024)

	Brand Equity & Relationship Marketing
	Loyalty and emotional attachment
	CSR fatigue and scepticism (Li et al., 2023)
	Integrates authenticity and accountability signals


[bookmark: _Toc220457870]Table 1: Comparison of Four Theories

[bookmark: _Toc220550519]2.2.6 Critical Analysis and Synthesis
Collectively, the theories give a complete, but not exhaustive, explanation. Corporate Reputation Theory makes it clear that there is vulnerability in reputations, while Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) shows how to cope with a crisis (Baloyi et al., 2024). Trust Repair Theory, as explained previously in Section 2.2.2, is a theory for psychological recovery, and Brand Equity is a focus on long-term loyalty. However, none of these theories alone can give complete support to the effect of digital amplification or systemic crises (De Ponte, Liscio, and Sospiro, 2023).
Trust Repair Theory is best applied to emotional recovery, and SCCT has a rough time with digital irrationality and rapidly moving crises. Additionally, Corporate Reputation Theory is unable to move quickly enough to match the speed of digital outrage, and Brand Equity might also be too dependent on messaging (Quintus et al., 2024). A combination of these frameworks, incorporating the strengths of each, would form a more realistic view of the recovery of trust in fast fashion, where crises are emotional, recur and are amplified digitally.

[bookmark: _Toc220550520]2.3 Key Themes in Reputation Loss and Recovery 
[bookmark: _Toc220550521]2.3.1 Nature of Reputation Crises in the Global Clothing Industry 
The relevance of the reputation crisis in the international clothing business has been growing as the issues of labour exploitation, environmental pollution, and the lack of quality products are increasingly becoming a concern. Beginning with complex outsourced supply chains, fast-fashion businesses often feature low wages, insecure working conditions, and inconsistent compliance practices; thus, they offer a good breeding ground for ethical scandals. The Boohoo labour scandal, the frequent greenwashing accusations at H&M, and the supply-chain criticism of Primark are examples that reveal the increased attention to such failures (Vuković, Dašić and Vuković, 2024). These dynamics are further depicted by the backlash faced by Zara in regards to wasteful production and cultural appropriation. As described in the academic literature, such crises are not isolated cases, but systemic because the fast-fashion business model, which is characterised by speed, cost-reduction, and mass-production, requires reputational risk to be optimised. There has been division among scholars on whether the industry is inherently unethical or whether specific reforms can make the industry sustainable. Some argue that the model in itself encourages exploitation, and others support ethical change by ensuring strong governance, transparency and pressure by the stakeholders (De Ponte, Liscio and Sospiro, 2023). This discussion educates the analysis of brands in crisis times and influences the way consumers perceive their recovery efforts. As a result, Reputational crises within this industry are not only a failure incident, but it is also a societal manifestation of roiling structural contradictions.

	Crisis Type
	Example Brands
	Theoretical Link
	Explanation (Short)

	Labour Exploitation
	Boohoo, Primark
	SCCT (Preventable Crisis)
	High responsibility → requires rebuild strategies and structural reform.

	Greenwashing / Environmental Misconduct
	H&M, Zara
	Trust Repair Theory
Corporate Reputation Theory
Brand Equity Theory
	Breaches affect both cognitive (credibility) and affective (goodwill) trust.

	Cultural Missteps / Appropriation
	Zara
	Corporate Reputation Theory
	Damages brand legitimacy across cultural communities.

	Quality Failures
	Various fast-fashion brands
	Brand Equity Theory
	Reduces functional and emotional value, weakening loyalty.


[bookmark: _Toc220457871]Table 2: Nature of Reputation Crises in the Global Clothing Industry
Reputation crisis in the fast-fashion industry can be considered as systemic and not an isolated event, but a result of the current nature of the industry in its insistence on low costs and shortened production timeframes. Remedial measures, therefore, cannot be limited to the token gestures; rather, they should involve structural alterations and long-term institutional changes. Consumers are becoming more critical of the effectiveness of these types of recovery efforts by examining whether brands are quite explicit about addressing the inherent contradictions of the business model. In this regard, therefore, the reputation restoration assessment would not just be based on the instant crisis response systems, but also on concrete, model-level reformation. 
These issues of systemic problems in fast fashion reveal the problem brands are faced with when it comes to managing their reputation (Vuković, Dašić and Vuković, 2024). In order to earn back consumer trust, the crux of these ethical failures must be fixed, and visible, material changes must be made to rescue the brand from consumer trust.

[bookmark: _Toc220550522]2.3.2 Consumer Trust Dynamics in Fashion Crises 
Consumer trust in the fashion industry is eroded at a fast rate when scandals are exposed, which reveal dishonesty or unethical practices. The loss of trust is not only triggered by the failure itself but by the feeling that consumers have been misled, in particular when brands speak of ESG values but do not act accordingly. Studies show that the post-crisis emotional reactions have been exacerbated, such as betrayal, anger, and moral indignation (Xie et al., 2021), which increases rational evaluations. These sentiments are especially common for younger consumers; in fact, Gen Z is more susceptible to ethical issues and boycotts. Older consumers, although slower to react, also respond well to the perceived unethical behaviour (Isabel, Bergey and Smith, 2024). However, the reactions differ across consumer segments, based on age, cultural background, engagement and digital environments. For example, ESG violations are more likely to be met with harsh responses by consumers in the West, rather than those in price-sensitive markets.
Trust asymmetry also makes this process more complicated - it is easy to lose trust, but hard to regain it, and the amount of time that the trust takes to recover is longer than how long it took to build it in the first place (Pyle, Smith and Chevtchouk, 2021). This problem is exacerbated in this digital age because outrage is disseminated by algorithmic boosting on TikTok and Instagram. While misinformation frames crisis perceptions without taking into account corporate disclosures (Isabel, Bergey, and Smith, 2024). The fast fashion paradox is an example of how consumers can support non-ethical practices yet still buy cheaper, trending items because of economics and social trends.
Critically, trust erosion and restoration are different. Emotion, speed, and moral failure are the basis of trust erosion, while systematic and evidence-based activities, such as audits, supply chain transparency, and open communication, are the keys to restoring trust (Pyle, Smith and Chevtchouk, 2021). Companies need to be aware of the diversity of consumer expectations and overcome the asymmetry of trust with long-term, evidence-based reforms that enable them to effectively rebuild their reputation.
Understanding these dynamics of consumer trust is very important when rebuilding trust following a crisis. Brands need to tailor their recovery strategies to consider emotional responses and the asymmetry of trust (Pyle, Smith and Chevtchouk, 2021). They need to design corrective actions that will address the particular needs of various consumer segments.

[bookmark: _Toc220550523]2.3.3 Corporate Communication Strategies After a Crisis
Corporate communication plays the central role in image restoration; yet its success depends on the timely factor, message setup, channel use, and credibility. Empirical studies show that the pace of communication can have a huge impact on the judgment of people. Any delay can be seen as avoidance, and also when speed is fast, it may be seen as a lack of preparedness. Also, the frames are influential: an open acknowledgement of responsibility is perceived more positively than the argumentative or uncertain one (Plakantonaki et al., 2023). Fast-fashion brands have a significant difference in their communication strategies. Boohoo actively participated in the Levitt Review, thus indicating accountability. H&M, in its turn, has heavily resorted to sustainability advertising, but critics claim that these messages often tend to venture towards greenwashing. An example of a monologue strategy applied by Primark is the lack of communication, which limits the involvement of stakeholders. These differences highlight deviant communication ideologies (Gorton et al., 2021).
There is further complexity brought about by digital communication. Social networking platforms like TikTok, Instagram and YouTube offer chances of transparency in real time and at the same time expose the brands to scrutiny by the population (Swazan and Das, 2022). Brands that had a two-way communication (regardless of commenting, conducting a question-and-answer session, or engaging influencers) were more likely to reconstruct credibility than those that relied solely on their one-directional statements. Authenticity heuristics are a tool used by consumers in determining the sincerity of communication. Reliable communication through frequent messaging, third-party authentication, evident corrective measures, and an emotionally sincere voice builds trust (Swazan and Das, 2022). On the other hand, polished scripts or apologies are overly polished and reduce the level of believability. In general, communication can be considered necessary and inadequate without credible corrective intervention.
The empirical findings indicate that communication majorly affects the perception of recovery initiatives, and does not replace substantive reform. Quick, interactive, and natural communication leads to recovery only when supported by a corrective behavioural observation. As a result, the process of reputation recovery is conditional upon the communicative credibility matching the actual operational change, especially in a digital environment where inconsistency will be quickly revealed.
Effective communication is the key to the recovery of trust. Brands need to make sure that the way their crisis is handled is transparent, honest and that it is working in line with long-term reforms, which will help to restore consumer trust (Gorton et al., 2021).


[bookmark: _Toc220550524]2.3.4 Corrective Actions and Ethical Reforms 
Reputation recovery is based on corrective measures. Scandals reveal unethical behaviour, and when that happens, consumers want structural changes and not cosmetic shifts. The authentic corrective interventions are supply transparency programs, improved employee rights, ethical sourcing, and third-party audits. Boohoo started using new monitoring and compliance systems after the labour scandal (Hidayat et al., 2021). H&M started using more sustainable policies and transparency dashboards; Primark increased supplier auditing processes. With these reforms, one is indicating dedication towards change, and it can help to restore confidence gradually. One of the major issues is to differentiate between effective reform and greenwashing; since most brands are more active in promoting sustainability than actually doing it, the image of deception is created (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2023). This is the tension that is repeated across the fast-fashion scholarship. According to scholars, the idea of sustainability tends to break down when examined, as there is no change in the business model (Bandara, Fernando and Akter, 2021). Limited ethical collections or promotion campaigns are symbolic actions that rarely go into the deeper structural problems. In academic research studies, it has always been found that long-term reputation enhancement is based on significant reforms. Consumers will reward the brands which reflect continuous improvement, even though the progress will be microscopic (Akoglu and Özbek, 2022). Such structural measures as factory inspections, living-wage promises, or minimal environmental footprint are more serious than symbolic gestures. However, the tensions remain. The sustainability in marketing can create emotional equity, but when the reforms are not genuine, the trust is ruined once again, and it turns into a circle where brands have to feel the balance between the commercial and ethical responsibility all the time (Wu and Huang, 2023). As a result, the corrective action is not merely the measures of operational correction, but the redesign of the perceptions of the stakeholders toward the brand and its integrity (de Aguiar Hugo, de Nadae and da Silva Lima, 2021). To recover successfully, communication, reform, and long-term accountability should be aligned with each other. Otherwise, the repair of the reputation will be temporary and will be subject to a new crisis.
This dissertation reinforces the idea that the only way to maintain a tarnished reputation is through systematic and lengthy remedial effort and not cosmetic reform. Customers are increasingly assessing the recovery activity based on the concept of long-term responsibility and operational change (Wu and Huang, 2023). Without substantive or rational corrective measures, reputation restoration is always fragile and vulnerable to the backlash of crises.
To regain that trust and rebuild their reputation, brands have to focus on substantive, long-term reforms and not symbolic ones (Bandara, Fernando and Akter, 2021). Transparency, accountability, and visible changes are important to winning back consumer confidence.

[bookmark: _Toc220550525]2.4 Review of Empirical Studies 
[bookmark: _Toc220550526]2.4.1 Studies on Fashion Crisis Management 
The recent empirical studies on fashion crisis management have multiplied due to the frequent ethical and quality outbursts in the supply chain of global apparel. The authors of Gorton et al. (2021) examined brand communication in the context of recall and ethical scandals and found that more positive consumer judgements were evoked by transparency-based rather than defensive communication. The article by Tseng et al. (2022) supports this observation, thus making it more credible. Both articles, though, are based on North American samples, which reduces the extent of global generalisation. Chandrruangphen, Assarut and Sinthupinyo (2022) analysed labour scandals and proved that influences on reputational damage are defined by the expectations of stakeholders and media framing. Their knowledge is useful in appreciating the amplification of narratives, but it is compromised by depending on media sources, which might enhance negativity. Roh et al. (2024) experimented with SCCT on South Asian factory accidents and affirmed that preventable crises require rebuild strategies; however, their results also criticise SCCT, since even in the case of subcontractors, in the event of failures, consumers still held global brands accountable. Singh and Sharma (2023) have chosen a quantitative method of investigating the issue of production failures, and they conclude that the speed and stability of communication affect the trust of the stakeholders. Though this research provides better levels of generalisability, it oversimplifies the issue of ethical crisis and reduces it to a one-time event. In general, these papers present strong evidence that communication strategy is critical, though the level of explanations is limited to regional bias, methodological simplification, and limited coverage of cumulative crises.

[bookmark: _Toc220550527]2.4.2 Studies on Consumer Trust Recovery
Studies carried out on trust recovery always emphasise the role of sincerity, transparency and remedial action. Tseng et al. (2022) discovered that apologies can only work in isolation unless there is substantive organisational change. Their experimental design can be considered a good source of causal understanding, but the laboratory environment might not be a reflection of real-life emotional intensity. Wang et al. (2023) strengthened the external validity by showing that such structural reforms as audits and policy changes are more productive than symbolic gestures, but their study failed to consider authenticity cues adopted by younger consumers in the digital era. Greenwashing studies also make it worse in terms of trust recovery. Dissanayake and Weerasinghe (2022) showed that sustainability messaging backfires when it is found to have inconsistencies, which is very applicable to the environmental scandals that H&M has engaged in; however, their limited scope of the single market restricts their transferability (H&M Group, 2024). Su et al. (2022) analysed post-boycott behaviour and reported that consumers can revert in case there is any improvement in terms of genuineness, yet peer effect and emotional contagion heavily influence forgiveness. Another dimension proposed by Hult et al. (2022) is the digital dimension; it demonstrates that corrective actions are not being noticed until they are actively reported online; it is one of the strongest ones due to the objective of the study, which is grounded in the social-media aspects of real life.

[bookmark: _Toc220550528]2.4.3 Gaps, Contradictions, and Weaknesses in Current Research
Existing literature provides insightful information on reputation crises, but is fragmented when applied to the scenarios of fast fashion with repeated scandals and digital outrage. The following table synthesises the core theoretical gaps and places the contribution of this study in its correct place.

	Theory
	Explains well
	Fails to explain
	How this study addresses the gap

	Corporate Reputation Theory
	Reputation as a long-term legitimacy asset (Roh et al., 2024)
	Rapid collapse and recovery under digital pressure (Hult et al., 2022)
	Examines recovery in high-velocity online crises

	Trust Repair Theory
	Cognitive and affective trust rebuilding
	Trust repair after repeated, systemic failures
	Analyses cumulative trust fatigue and recovery limits (Roh et al., 2024)

	SCCT
	Crisis–response matching by responsibility (Roh et al., 2024)
	Digital activism and emotional escalation
	Tests SCCT under platform-amplified outrage

	Digital Crisis Literature
	Online outrage and virality
	Long-term trust recovery pathways
	Integrates digital dynamics with trust repair outcomes (Hult et al., 2022)


[bookmark: _Toc220457872]Table 3: Gaps, Contradictions, and Weaknesses in Current Research

[bookmark: _Toc220550529]2.5 Conceptual Framework 
[bookmark: _Toc220550530]2.5.1 Rationale for Framework
A new conceptual framework is necessary since the available theories explain only portions of the process of recovering trust, and thus they leave critical explanatory gaps. Corporate Reputation Theory has been used to explain the process through which perceptions are created, but it does not give a detailed explanation of how trust is regained after ethical misconduct (Piippo, Niinimäki and Aakko, 2022). Trust Repair Theory helps to provide an understanding of the psychological processes that make forgiveness, but it also does not take into account such important aspects of crisis responsibility and communication context. SCCT provides useful insights about response strategies, but lacks the explanatory utility when used in long-term recovery patterns. Fast-fashion crises are intrinsically complicated, emotionally full, and digitally enhanced; therefore, no single model adequately describes the entire process of crisis provocation to reinstated loyalty in stakeholders. Through a combination of these theories, a more realistic and balanced account of the rebuilding of reputation among the world apparel companies will be acquired.

[bookmark: _Toc220550531]2.5.2 Model Explanation 
The proposed model illustrates a sequential process: Crisis Event → Crisis Response Strategy → Trust Repair Mechanisms → Reputation Restoration → Long-Term Loyalty. The sequence reflects how consumers evaluate brand behaviour from the moment a failure becomes public to the stage where loyalty can be regained.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc220550894]Figure 5: Conceptual Framework 
Source: Self-made

This process is mediated by three people. Transparency affects the credibility of the response. One of the factors that would make the stakeholders feel that the brand is taking responsibility is accountability. Corrective action is an indication that will either indicate whether the change is a serious one or a token one. These brokers elucidate the occurrence of success and failure of recovery strategies (Tseng et al., 2022). Key moderators are also included in the model. The severity of the crisis influences the level of forgiveness of the consumers. Online outrage is a phenomenon that enhances blame-shifting and heightens criticism. The brand history will determine whether the stakeholders will consider the crisis as a trend or an error. Collectively, these elements influence the formation of the more dynamic structure that represents the realities of the fast-fashion reputation crises.

[bookmark: _Toc220550532]2.5.3 How the Framework Guides the Dissertation
This framework provides an analysis tool for the dissertation. It connects the research aim, objectives, and methodology by explaining the particular aspects that need to be looked into in each of the cases. It determines the crisis responses, trust-repairing mechanisms, and recovery results, which are to be compared in Boohoo, H/M, and Primark (Wang et al., 2021). It also makes sure that thematic analysis is consistent with the known theories and gives room to new knowledge elicited by secondary data. Through connecting the theory and the empirical data, the framework contributes to the increased integrity within the chapters and supports the systematic analysis of the ways global clothing brands recover confidence after significant ethical or quality scandals. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc220457857][bookmark: _Toc220457867][bookmark: _Toc220550895]Figure 6: Theory–Framework Mapping Diagram 
Source: Self-made
The suggested framework elaborates upon the existing crisis-recovery paradigms but includes aspects that are considered individually in the traditional frameworks. This framework is directly connected to responses and trust repair systems and long-term loyalty, in contrast to SCCT, which puts most emphasis on crisis response strategies. It also enriches the Trust Repair Theory by adding digital mediators, including transparency, visibility and the intensity of online outrage. It will be more effective in the fast fashion context, compared with more general reputation recovery models, because it is a model that includes emotional, social, and algorithmic stresses.

[bookmark: _Toc220550533]2.6 Summary of the Literature Review
Clearly, the literature reports that crisis response, trust repair, and reputation recovery are strongly correlated in international clothing brands. There is consensus among scholars that transparency and corrective action are consequential, but they differ on the extent to which communication can help bring about forgiveness. The absence of multi-brand comparisons, as well as insufficient understanding of the long-term recovery path in the field of fast fashion, is a hindrance in research. Little is known about the dynamics of digital outrage (Wu and Huang, 2023). These are the gaps that justify the current study, which investigates Boohoo, H&M, and Primark simultaneously (H&M Group, 2024). The theoretical framework integrates existing theories and guides the next chapter by outlining the crisis-to-loyalty pathway, which will inform the design of the methodology and case-study analysis.



[bookmark: _Toc220550534]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc220550535]3.1 Chapter Introduction
The chapter outlines the methodological decisions guiding the research on the topic of how fast-fashion companies regain consumer trust by recovering after significant ethical or quality scandals. It provides the philosophical premises, the inductive research methodology, the qualitative multi-case study, the purposive sampling methodology, and the analytical process used to explain the secondary data (Quintus et al., 2024). 
[image: Towards an Explicit Research Methodology: Adapting Research Onion Model for  Futures Studies * Journal of Futures Studies]
[bookmark: _Toc220457858][bookmark: _Toc220457868][bookmark: _Toc220550896]Figure 7: Saunders Research Onion Model
Source: (Melnikovas, 2018)

It is organised according to the Research Onion, thus ensuring coherence and transparency. These are also methodological choices that are in tandem with the conceptual framework that the study takes, tracing crisis response to trust repair and reputation recovery (Piippo, Niinimäki and Aakko, 2022). The hardcore methodology is essential since the crisis stories are emotional, social, and affected by the peculiarities of the digital age.
[bookmark: _Toc220550536]3.2 Research Philosophy
This study follows the philosophy of interpretivism as a research philosophy. This is because trust, reputation and crisis meaning are socially constructed and influenced by stakeholder interpretation rather than objective measurement (Jaspers and Pearson, 2022). In the cases of crises in fast fashion, the judgment of consumers is guided by emotions, moral judgment, and digitally mediated storytelling. These dynamics cannot be described using positivist approaches based on fixed variables and laws of causation. Realism is also limited as it has some difficulty explaining how responsibility is assigned socially in online environments where perception is often more than factual causality (Su et al., 2022).
Interpretivism correlates very well with this study since it allows for the exploration of how various stakeholders make sense of the crises across brands (Wu et al., 2021). Constructivism is an explanation for shared meanings established in media/public discourse by activists, and subjectivism is an individual emotional response based on values and culture (Murphy et al., 2022). These philosophical standpoints help with the qualitative, multi-case design and the use of thematic analysis in this study. Rigour is ensured using data triangulation, reflexive memoing and open documentation of analytical decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc220550537]3.3 Research Approach (Inductive)
The current work is inductive research as far as the concepts of reputation recovery and trust repair are emergent and grow heterogeneously under the circumstances of crisis, as well as brands. The inductive approaches also allow themes to be generated naturally out of the data compared to the limitations of pre-determined hypotheses (Wang et al., 2021).  Thus, allowing the study to reveal both the brand reactions to crises and the meanings that the stakeholders attribute to the reactions of the brands. This approach in research is especially suitable to answer the research questions, which will look into the processes of reputation recovery, the comparative effectiveness of specific trust-repair techniques, and the differences in the recovery paths, which are specific to the case (Singh and Sharma, 2023). Even though there are theories available to inform the theoretical base, they are not empirically tested. Rather, the conceptual framework is more of a sensitising mechanism, which leads to an interpretation without demanding strict analytical categories (Kim, Giroux and Lee, 2021). This type of flexibility also allows the recognition of new trends that are not limited to existing models, including digital outrage dynamics and asymmetries in recovery. Even though inductive research limits statistical generalisability, such methodological measures as transparent coding processes, triangulation, and systematic cross-case comparison increase the credibility of the analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc220550538]3.4 Research Design (Qualitative Multi-Case Study)
To examine the decline and the following rebuilding of trust, a qualitative research design is used since it allows exploring the meaning, emotion, and context fully, which are central to comprehending reputation crisis and recovery processes. A case in this paper is a documented ethical or quality crisis, which includes recognisable organisational response and observable stakeholder response (Pyle, Smith and Chevtchouk, 2021). To create an adequate balance between analytical depth and comparative breadth, one picks three cases. Literal imitation is reached by the analysis of similar patterns of trust erosion and citizen outrage in all of them, whereas theoretical imitation is made possible due to differences in typologies of crises, such as labour exploitation, greenwashing, and supply-chain negligence (Gorton et al., 2021). A smaller number would limit comparative wisdom, and a greater number would reduce analytical richness. In spite of the fact that qualitative case studies, in general, lack large-scale statistical generalisability, methodological rigour is boosted by the use of replication logic, which, in turn, makes it possible to extrapolate the obtained conceptual-level insights to the realm of reputation recovery.
[bookmark: _Toc220550539]3.5 Case Selection Strategy (Purposive Sampling)
Purposive sampling will be used to sample out cases that can bring solid evidence on the issue of crisis response and trust recovery. The inclusion criterion will be based on the presence of a publicly reported global fast-fashion brand facing an ethical or quality crisis that took place between 2020 and 2024, the existence of enough secondary data in the form of reliable sources, and the presence of a recovery effort (Gorton et al., 2021). The timeframe of 2020 to 2024 was chosen due to the fact that it includes recent, well-documented crises that have been informed by increased awareness of ESG issues and digital activism, therefore, providing a guarantee of modernity.  The exclusion criteria are used to remove the labels of boutique cases, cases whose documentation is incomplete or cannot be verified and crises that are not resolved with a recovery phase. Boohoo is a symbol of labour exploitation, H&M is a mirror of environmental and greenwashing scandals, and Primark is an example of an old supply-chain ethical issue. These are the cases that allow as much variation as possible and are similar (Wang et al., 2021). Boohoo, H&M, and Primark represent a sample of the fast-fashion industry, as they have a large footprint in the global market, a large customer base, and a record of high-impact ethical scandals (H&M Group, 2024). Data boundaries include crisis evidence 2020-24 on platforms like TikTok, Instagram, X/Twitter, corporate websites, audits, sustainability reports, and NGO investigations.
[bookmark: _Toc220550540]3.6 Methodological Choice (Qualitative Mono-Method)
The mono-method used in the study is qualitative since the research seeks to understand the meaning, perception, and emotional response as opposed to quantifying the variables. Reputational recovery and trust repair deal with complicated stories that require a detailed analysis of situations (Wu and Huang, 2023). Interviews were also taken into consideration and discarded based on restricted access of organisations, confidentiality and the possibility of managerial bias in the case of crisis-sensitive issues. The mixed methods were considered unnecessary since the numerical measures will not be able to detect minor changes in credibility or stakeholder perception (Singh and Sharma, 2023). As a result, one qualitative approach offers methodological consistency in line with philosophical and analytical premises of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc220550541]3.7 Methodological Trade-offs and Strategic Justification
This is not a study involving interviews, which restricts access to the private managerial intentions and lived emotions of consumers. The nuanced motivations, inner tensions and spontaneous sensemaking are thus not at all captured directly. However, secondary data is still suitable for the study of reputation recovery because crises take place in a public domain. Media coverage, reports from NGOs and corporate disclosure influence the judgment of stakeholders in real time. Rigour makes up for these limits with the deep triangulation between sources. Multiples of data sets means less single-source bias. A transparent coding framework is a source of strength in terms of reliability. A record known as an audit trail documents analytic decisions. Cross-case comparison is another way of increasing robustness. Together, these strategies ensure credible insights on the whole.
[bookmark: _Toc220550542]3.8 Time Horizon (Cross-Sectional)
To compare brand responses during a specified post-crisis period, a cross-sectional time horizon has been implemented. Though the process of recovering trust has a longitudinal nature, this paper focuses on similar phases in the recovery process based on the data from 2020-2024. According to this approach, crisis acts, societal responses and emerging trust-repair cues are captured without too much time variation (Hult et al., 2022). The changing dynamics of the digital era, including shifting narratives, framing, and spread by algorithms, are recognised, yet the analysis is concerned with consistent, recorded data that can be measured during the chosen period. The cross-functional snapshot hence suits to assess the recovery strategy at Boohoo, H&M and Primark.

[bookmark: _Toc220550543]3.9 Data Collection (Secondary Data)
The current study is limited to secondary qualitative data sources due to the richness and traceability of publicly produced records in the case of a reputation crisis within the corporate, media, civil society, and digital worlds. Audits, sustainability reports, press releases, and statements approved by the organisation provide information on organisational discourses and alleged corrective measures (Dissanayake and Weerasinghe, 2022). Independent scrutiny is also ensured by investigative stories generated by reputable media institutions such as the BBC, The Guardian and Reuters, which explore crisis events. Non-governmental organisations like the Clean Clothes Campaign and Labour Behind the Label are requested to send critical labour and environmental practices. Live reactions and mood among the audience are retrieved on social media (TikTok, Instagram, X), and peer-reviewed scholarly literature focuses the analysis on the existing schemes of trust repair and crisis communication.
The bias involved in media and NGOs’ reporting is countered by a systematic triangulation process, i.e., the claim is supported by the corporate reporting, independent reporting, and NGO reporting. The posts on social media are selected following some predefined criteria, i.e. hashtags that relate to the crisis, the account is verified by the brand, and the post has more than the set engagement requirements in terms of likes, shares, and comments (Tseng et al., 2022). This systematic process of filtering will reduce arbitrary selection, whilst noting that the content that is sampled in social media is most likely to reflect vocal sub-populations as opposed to the whole consumer population.
The time frame of the data is limited to 2020-2024 to maintain the comparability of the data between the chosen cases (Tseng et al., 2022). Each brand is amassed with about eight to twelve corporate documents, ten to fifteen media investigations, five to eight NGO reports, and twenty-five to thirty social media posts. The credibility, transparency, and analytical rigour are increased by the applicable methodological framework.

Mapping Research Questions to Data Sources
	Research Question
	Key Data Sources

	RQ1: How do reputation crises emerge in fast fashion?
	Media investigations, NGO reports (Labour Behind the Label, Greenpeace, Clean Clothes Campaign), academic studies

	RQ2: How do brands attempt to rebuild trust after crises?
	Corporate reports (Levitt Review, Sustainability reports), press releases, audit disclosures (Annual Reports)

	RQ3: Which recovery mechanisms are most effective?
	Cross-source triangulation, social media reactions (TikTok, Instagram, X), empirical studies


[bookmark: _Toc220457873]Table 4: Mapping Research Questions to Data Sources
[bookmark: _Toc220550544]3.10 Data Analysis (Thematic Analysis + NVivo)
Thematic analysis has been embraced because it is consistent with the interpretivist and inductive orientation of the research and therefore allows a systematic investigation of the emotional, reputational and ethical aspects inherent in crisis narratives. NVivo software has been utilised in order to complement analytical rigour by providing transparency in coding, cross-case comparison and pattern-identification (Roh et al., 2024). The process starts with open coding in order to get initial ideas emerging from the data. Such codes are then narrowed down via axial coding, in which connections between crisis responses, stakeholder reactions, and the process of trusting and repair mechanisms are outlined. This is followed by selective coding in relation to alignment of the emergent themes with the conceptual framework of crisis response, trust repair and reputation restoration.
The coding process in this study has been verified by refining the codebook by running through the codebook several times, hence allowing the code definitions to be clear, the inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as consistency between cases (Bandara, Fernando and Akter, 2021). Reliability has been enhanced despite the analysis being conducted by a single researcher by using reflexive memoing and informal peer debriefing, whereby the coding decisions and interpretations are discussed to question possible bias.
NVivo applications like matrix coding queries have been used to compare brand-to-brand themes, and word-frequency and cluster analysis have been used to assist in identifying predominant narratives and interrelationships (Chandrruangphen, Assarut and Sinthupinyo, 2022). Extensive NVivo audit trail records every one of the analytical steps, supporting transparency, credibility and methodological well-being.
[bookmark: _Toc220550545]3.11 Ethical Considerations
The current research paper adheres to the ethics of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) to the maximum since only publicly available secondary data have been used, which eliminates the need to involve human subjects and minimises ethical risk. The material used is all used in accordance with academic integrity and the rules of the Harvard style referencing. The digital artefacts (reports and coded NVivo data) are stored in password-protected directories that can only be accessed by the main researcher (Akoglu and Özbek, 2022). User identifiers and other personally identifiable information are removed in the utilisation of social-media content in order to protect the anonymity of the individuals. Images, screenshots or any proprietary visual material of a copyrighted image are never reproduced; instead, a description or paraphrase is used in order to avoid infringement of intellectual rights. Every piece of real information is supported by opposing many valid sources in order to rule out the spread of misinformation and to respect the sensitivities of organisations in the context of a crisis.
[bookmark: _Toc220550546]3.12 Research Quality
Credibility, dependability, transferability and confirmability are the criteria that form the basis of rigour of the research. Triangulation is used to establish credibility; the statements based on corporate disclosures are systematically correlated with the investigations of media and reports of NGOs with the view of identifying the concordances and inconsistencies. The example of such a process is to compare the labour-audit claims with the NGO analysis and journalistic investigations (de Aguiar Hugo, de Nadae and da Silva Lima, 2021). It is also ensured that a detailed NVivo audit trail records the decisions made throughout the coding, refinement of themes and reflection notes. Detailed narratives of the case, which expound on the crisis, response measures and stakeholder responses, allow transferability as the readers can consider the relevance to other fast-fashion situations. The confirmability is enhanced due to the presence of reflexive memoing and a clear connection of evidence, so that the research findings are based on the actual evidence, as opposed to the speculations of the researcher.
[bookmark: _Toc220550547]3.13 Methodological Limitations 
The research is prone to several limitations. Using secondary sources only excludes the possibility of gaining access to internal managerial consultations and excludes primary consumer interviews, limiting the breadth of the understanding of lived-in trust repair experiences (Wang et al., 2023). The media drama and advocacy bias of the NGO reports can affect the narratives of the crisis, whereas digital fake news and algorithm amplification can change the views of the people. Even though triangulation allays these issues, the resultant restrictions hinder the richness and breadth of analysis and must be kept in mind when interpreting the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc220550548]3.14 Chapter Summary
In this chapter, the methodological decisions that will be used to lead the investigation are described; how the interpretivist philosophy, inductive reasoning, qualitative multi-case design, purposive sampling and thematic analysis, respectively, contribute to the goals of the study. The use of NVivo-facilitated analysis and secondary data collection was appropriate to make the study rigorous, transparent and analytical (Wang et al., 2023). The ethical considerations and quality measures of the research were described, and the major methodological limitations were outlined. Such decisions create a solid background for the following chapter, where the findings based on analysing the crisis response, trust-repairing mechanisms and reputation-recovery patterns among Boohoo, H and M and Primark are presented.


[bookmark: _Toc220550549]Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings
[bookmark: _Toc220550550]4.1 Overview of Crisis Contexts Across the Three Cases
This section presents the contexts of the three cases of crisis in order to have an empirical basis for further analysis. In 2020, Boohoo faced a significant labour-exploitation scandal, during which an investigative examination of its supply chain in the UK by media organisations and non-governmental organisations revealed inadequate working conditions and low wages in its supply chain. The crisis gained much publicity and led to regulation (Jones and Podpadec, 2023). Another crisis H&M faced was the environmental credibility crisis related to the recurring claims of greenwashing since 2021, when watchdog organisations and consumer advocacy groups challenged sustainability claims. This crisis was very eminent in the digital media and influenced the brand’s ethical positioning. Instead of a single sparking incident, Primark has suffered years of criticism with regard to supply-chain ethics, such as labour rights and sourcing transparency. It is a cumulative and persistent type of crisis that continuously draws the efforts of NGOs and investigative journalists (Labour Behind the Label, 2020).   The three crises were broadly covered and enhanced via social media, which generated consumer backlash, activist pressure, and reputation damage. Stakeholder reactions included the demands of accountability, boycott calls, and reform requests (Kuipers and Schonheit, 2022). These crises can be categorised into preventable and systemic because they arise out of systematic business practices, bad governance, and fast-fashion models that are based on cost, but not unexpected accidents. The common context provides a foundation on which the two brands tried to cope with the recovery and regain trust.

[bookmark: _Toc220550551]4.2 Theme 1: Crisis Response Strategies Adopted by Fast-Fashion Brands
[bookmark: _Toc220550552]4.2.1 Initial Crisis Responses
The responses by Boohoo, H&M and Primark were very different in terms of speed and ownership and subsequently affected their recovery of reputation. Boohoo, responding fast on seeing the investigations going public, issued an official statement and hired an outside audit (Mickelsson, van Haren and Lemmink, 2023). However, while not denying the seriousness of the allegations, Boohoo's initial response was less than fully responsible and instead focused on deflecting blame. This approach, in line with Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), was aimed at reducing the immediate damage to the organisation's reputation, but may have deterred the trust recovery in the long run by not being fully accountable (Chang and Cheng, 2021).
H&M, despite also being rapid to respond, positioned the crisis in the broader scope of its sustainability commitment and framed its purposeful narrative, which some critics deemed negligent (BBC News, 2022). This framing was aimed at preserving the legitimacy of the brand, but perhaps downgraded its sincerity. Primark, on the other hand, was defensive with very little communication and focused on internal policy changes (Mickelsson, van Haren and Lemmink, 2023). The fact that it didn't want to openly and clearly state responsibility likely extended consumer scepticism and slowed down the trust repair. All three brands had an initial response that set the tone of future trust recovery strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc220550553]4.2.2 Strategic Positioning of Responses
Positioning between the brands went out at the crossroads. The development of Boohoo as an apology-based approach was to make public statements of remorse, along with the display of determined actions to change, backed by the appointment of the Levitt Review to indicate responsibility (Dietmar P. F. Möller, 2023). H&M had followed a narrative repositioning strategy, which emphasised circular fashion, transparency dashboards, and long-term goals. Critics argued that this re-packaging transformed the crisis into an account of progress and not failure. Primark depended on low-level communication, taking operational corrections instead of talking to the people; such an aspect of low visibility ensured exposure was limited, but it also restricted assurance delivery (Labour Behind the Label, 2020). All of these strategies were based on assumptions regarding the expectations of the stakeholders: Boohoo was directly responding to blame, H&M was shifting its attention to future goals, and Primark was cutting narrative involvement down to a minimum.
[bookmark: _Toc220550554]4.2.3 Cross-Case Comparison and Implications
The first defensiveness was the feature shared among all the brands. Every party aimed at framing control and blame mitigation in the first place. Later variations in responsibility attribution were observed: Boohoo gradually admitted guilt; H&M spread responsibility through complex systems; and Primark ensured that it remained at a purposeful distance (Vaupotič, Kienhues and Jucks, 2022). These differences in framing had an impact on the trust paths. Honest recognition helped to build trust gradually, and repositioning without recognition provoked cynicism. Silence tended to maintain the status quo, but suppress recovery indications. In line with the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), situations that are seen to be avoidable require rebuild plans. Accountability-related responses were associated with increased credibility, whereas image-focused management continued to decrease trust.
[bookmark: _Toc220550555]4.2.4 Mini-Analytical Close: Trust Trajectory Implications
The response options that were observed influenced the path that trust recovery took in the cases. Brands which responded with responsibility and matched rhetoric with action experienced a revitalising refocusing of consumer expectations. The shift in defensiveness to accountability in Boohoo slowed down the speed of negative reputational impact, allowing Boohoo to repair its reputation on conditional terms (Kim, Meganck and Iccha Basnyat, 2024). The repositioning of H&M created confusion that kept the people interested, yet this created criticism towards certain intentions. The fact that Primark restrained itself only partially neutralised short-term criticism, but it did not provide many indicators of renewal. Those trends indicate that the interactions of speed, ownership, and framing affect the perceptions of credibility (BBC News, 2022). Rebuild strategies are more consequential than explanations in the case of systemic crises. Parents with early ambiguity increase the asymmetry between loss and recovery of trust, and constant accountability, which is supported by independent validation, boosts momentum (Dewalska-Opitek and Bilińska-Reformat, 2021). On the contrary, image-based stories deprived of confession hamper healing. The results indicate that crisis response is not an ethically neutral activity; it determines the path of trust that the future reforms are to follow (Wren, 2022). As a result, successful recovery begins at the intersection of response design and not in post-crisis narrative only, specifically in fast-fashion situations with activism, repetition, and online scrutiny. This fact is a confirmation of the urgency of coordinating the response strategies with long-term reforms to rebuild long-term stakeholder confidence over long periods of time.

[bookmark: _Toc220550556]4.3 Theme 2: Corporate Communication and Digital Engagement
[bookmark: _Toc220550557]4.3.1 Communication Tone and Framing
There was a strong effect of communication tone on perceived credibility. Slowly, Boohoo switched to an apologetic tone, choosing words that acknowledged the damage, owned up, and made the words less defensive and more responsible. The most common style of communication that H&M used was future-oriented, focusing on sustainability and innovations (Khan and Richards, 2021). This optimistic tone, though, tended to be strategic and not reflective, which created a sense of doubt in terms of being sincere. Primark used careful, dispassionate diction that lapsed into heavy emotional context, thus stifling critical analysis but limiting reassurance. In all the cases, sincerity had been deduced not just through the content of the language but the agreement between the tone and the action that was proved to be the truth (Alison Levitt, 2020). Apologies that were written following a pattern were likely to reduce trust, and simple language boosted credibility.
[bookmark: _Toc220550558]4.3.2 Channels of Communication
Each brand adopted unique channels of communication with a different focus that influenced the recovery of trust. Boohoo was ahead of the corporate accountability using external audits and reform efforts. However, this approach, whilst responsive, put the brand under reputational risk as it meant directly engaging with the media that could be used to further spread doubt (Fu and Yang, 2025). H&M, on the other hand, focused on refining its sustainability message through well-thought-out reports and controlled media coverage; strategically managing its public narrative. Social media platforms such as TikTok and Instagram increased the visibility of any brand. These channels made it possible to disseminate messages very quickly, but also made them objects of greater scrutiny, suggesting that although fast reactions might engage consumers, they might also increase criticism (Masud, 2025). Understanding the implications of communication channel choice is important to help build consumer trust, as it produces a sense of sincerity and accountability in crisis recovery.

[bookmark: _Toc220550559]4.3.3 One-Way versus Two-Way Communication
The most notable differences were in engagement modalities. Boohoo used a two-way communication model that is partially two-way as it responded to criticism, making reference to third-party audits, which entails forming limited dialogue. H&M did use one-way storytelling mostly, and broadcast commitments which were not sustained interactions (Bou Abdo, El Sibai and Demerjian, 2020). Primark went minimalist and avoided online interaction. Two-way communication enhanced the credibility by indicating openness, although it also brought the brands under greater scrutiny. Silence reduced the risk but diluted trust indications. The engagement was perceived by the consumers as a sign of being willing to listen and not giving up control.
[bookmark: _Toc220550560]4.3.4 Cross-Case Comparison and Credibility Signals
Boohoo’s transparency, obtained through its auditing, provided concrete verification, which supported authenticity heuristics and mitigated mistrust. The sustainability narratives at H&M appealed to emotions, but became discredited when the claims were not supported by incontrovertible proof (Peres and Boavida-Portugal, 2025). The restraint used by Primark had maintained order but decreased the exposure of progress in reforms. In these cases, consistency, third-party confirmation, and responsiveness were used to determine authenticity (Quashie-Idun, 2025). Effective communication was not enough to regain trust; rather, it influenced consumer understanding of activities.
Mini-Analytical Close: Authenticity and Trust
Corporate communication also affected the recovery of a reputation by setting positive actions into perspective. Consumer judgment was based on authenticity heuristics. Credibility was enhanced when the tone, channel and engagement were aligned with empirical evidence (Jafarzadeh et al., 2021). On the other hand, scepticism was sustained by symbolic or distal messages. Consistencies were exaggerated in the digital realm. Therefore, recovery of trust was based on communication that did not replace substantive reform.

[bookmark: _Toc220550561]4.4 Theme 3: Corrective Actions and Structural Reforms
[bookmark: _Toc220550562]4.4.1 Nature of Corrective Actions
This section will describe the nature of corrective actions to be undertaken to resolve the problem of nursing staff shortages in an acute care hospital environment.  The repair of trust was the main mechanism of corrective actions in all the considered cases. After the labour scandal, Boohoo made a series of new compliance measures, such as supplier monitoring systems, systems to control wages, and independent oversight systems, none of which aimed to correct the governance gaps that have been found in its supply chain (Coombs and Tachkova, 2024). H&M focused on the changes at the policy level, i.e., the new sustainability policies, new supplier codes of conduct, and internal reporting mechanisms. Primark has improved the audit procedures at its factories and increased the number of visits to suppliers, which supports long-term compliance programmes. In both cases, the corrective measures were targeted at weaknesses in operations and were not focused on the areas that faced consumers (Chen, Yang and Han, 2024). These behavioural repairs are considered necessary according to Trust Repair Theory since they show that there is a desire to prevent recurrence of such violations as opposed to merely coping with reputation.
[bookmark: _Toc220550563]4.4.2 Symbolic versus Substantive Reform
There came out a clear delineation between the symbolic and the substantive reform initiatives. Symbolic actions included sustainability campaigns, ethical product lines or changing mission statements; these measures were often criticised as superficial, although they are seen publicly (Quashie-Idun, 2025). Substantive reforms were structural in nature, i.e., renegotiating supplier contracts, imposing compliance standards, and increasing the intensity of monitoring (Pündrich, Aguilar Delgado and Barin-Cruz, 2021). The reforms of Boohoo were seen as more significant due to their direct reactivity to the identified deficiencies. However, the accusations of the greenwashing of H&M were even more pronounced as the reforms were mostly supported by the marketing discourse, and the operations of the company were not transparent. Primark avoided conducting a large-scale campaign of sustainability promotion, which reduced greenwashing risk but also suppressed socially recognised reform (BBC News, 2022). The results suggest that only symbolic Corporate Social Responsibility is not enough to reinstate trust.
[bookmark: _Toc220550564]4.4.3 Visibility of Corrective Actions
Remedial measures were moderately understood by the visibility of corrective actions. Boohoo proactively shared its reforms by releasing audits and updates on its progress, thus increasing the perceived responsibility. The communication strategy used by H&M was selective in that it focused more on announcing achievements rather than reporting failures, which reduced clarity (Brans, 2025; Casal-Ribeiro). Primark introduced the reforms with little communication with the rest of the world and focused on internal compliance and not external signalling. The third-party validation was key; by conducting independent audits, involvement of NGOs and external reviews, credibility was enhanced as it minimised self-reporting. In areas where reforms had not been supported externally, doubt still lingered.
[bookmark: _Toc220550565]4.4.4 Cross-Case Comparison and Trust Alignment
In these cases, the breadth and soundness of reforms differed. The corrective measures taken by Boohoo were the most consistent with the indicators favouring trust recovery because they focused on the causes of mistakes and were supported on an external level (Fares et al., 2023). The reforms of H&M were less convincing, due to the sense that it was not consistent in its message and its organisational change. Primark acted consistently, but in a low-profile manner, which led to a less swift recalibration of trust (Alison Levitt, 2020). Trust Repair Theory assumes that the behaviour change has to be visible and enduring; the results support this claim. Consumers paid a reward to show long-term commitment and not short-term commitments.
Mini-Analytical Close: Action–Trust Linkage
Recovery actions were corrective in influence on the reputation recovery in terms of indicating the occurrence of organisational learning. Incremental trust repair was effectively achieved through structural reforms that were put in place on a deep and consistent basis and justified through the independent parties (Li, 2023). Trust restoration was hindered by the actions that were seen as symbolic or opaque. These trends support the assumption that trust is restored in the course of continued behaviour and not intentions.

[bookmark: _Toc220550566]4.5 Theme 4: Consumer Trust Reactions and Reputation Outcomes
[bookmark: _Toc220550567]4.5.1 Emotional Responses
Emotional reactions prevailed in initial consumer reactions in all situations. Anger and betrayal were common when the ethical violations were in opposition to brand values. The labour scandal involving Boohoo was followed by a moral outrage as exploitation was happening in the brand that preaches cost-effective prices and accessibility of trends (Kuipers et al., 2023). When H&M faced allegations of greenwashing, it did not provoke shock but disappointment and scepticism because the accusations were made gradually. Primark was plagued with continuous criticism, and crisis fatigue ensued, whereby the same issues were raised, but the level of emotional intensity subsided; the level of mistrust remained intact (Bland and Makortoff, 2020). Such emotional conditions preconditioned the attitude toward recovery programs: strong indignation decreased forgiveness tendencies, whereas exhaustion inclined towards apathy instead of beneficial confidence.
[bookmark: _Toc220550568]4.5.2 Behavioural Responses
There was no homogeneity in behavioural reactions, and contradictory behavioural reactions were common (Alison Levitt, 2020). Boycotts happened quickly in the wake of crises, especially among the ethically conscious consumers and other activists on the internet; however, people were still buying the products across all brands. This is an indication of the fast-fashion paradox, where people criticise unethical practices but still purchase because they can afford it, because it is a habit and because it is trendy (Sharples et al., 2023). Boohoo had found itself in temporary relationships and eventually normalised. H&M managed to maintain sales despite the reputational backlash, which was supported by brand recognition. The value positioning of Primark cushioned it against extreme changes in behaviour. These findings reflect that consumer behaviour does not necessarily conform to the proclaimed values.
[bookmark: _Toc220550569]4.5.3 Trust Asymmetry
Asymmetry of trust is presented in the cases. Trust was rapidly destroyed when revealed, but it was gradually regained slowly and incompletely. Damage to emotions at an early stage superseded sound judgment. The recovery depended on long-term signs of reform and not an act (Kwok, Lee and Han, 2022). The differences also appeared in the consumer segments: younger consumers and activists were more tolerant of infractions and more responsive to the signals of accountability, but price-sensitive consumers were more concerned with value than ethics. Cultural background also added to expectations and complicated the recovery paths, and prevented equal trust building.
[bookmark: _Toc220550570]4.5.4 Cross-Case Insights and Outcomes
The results of the recoveries were different because of inconsistency and accountability. The slow repair of trust helped Boohoo as it was filled with visible changes and frequent external confirmation. The recovery that H&M had achieved was not complete, with trust indications becoming mixed up with continuous accusations (Tan et al., 2022). Primark had stability as opposed to complete recovery; it retained sales without restoring strong faith. Reputation Theory implies that trust is involved in long-term legitimacy and not instant behaviour change. This is supported by the findings. Restoring trust meant that there had to be a concordance of emotion, behaviour and action and where consistency was wanting, reputation results would be tenuous.

[bookmark: _Toc220550571]4.6 Cross-Case Synthesis: Patterns of Reputation Recovery
The analysis of cross-cases demonstrates that there are systematic structures in the process of reputation recovery in the context of the fast-fashion crisis. In every study investigated, the loss of trust was quick to follow exposure, was triggered by emotional responses and enhanced by digital media. Its recovery process was, however, slow and conditional (Song et al., 2022). A convergent pattern suggests that the establishment of trust demanded actual remedial measures supported by viable communication; only symbolic measures were not enough to restore trust.  
Deviant results would depend on the level and uniformity of strategy execution. The recovery trajectory of Boohoo was the strongest, with its corrective actions concerned with rectifying the causes and supported by third-party validation (Boohoo group plc, 2024). H&M had achieved partial recovery because sustainability messages never tended to meet the structural changes, thus creating credibility gaps (Wang, Liao, et al., 2021). Primark also remained relatively stable without a vigorous recovery operation, minimising communication and basing it on continuity of operations.  
The best trust-repair strategies that were identified included the early responsibility recognition, independent validation and long-lasting reform efforts. On the other hand, the weakest practices included defensive framing, promise-filled but evidence-free prospective orientations and low-visibility corrective actions. Effective crisis responses only allowed the trust repair when it was placed within the conceptual framework in the presence of succeeding behavioural change (Wang, Zhang, et al., 2021). In situations where repair of trust was low, reputation repair was also not strong. These results highlight the fact that reputation recovery is activated in the circumstances of accountability, consistency, and transparency, and worsens when action is replaced by communication or when reforms are untrue.  

[bookmark: _Toc220550572]4.7 Chapter Summary  
The chapter has outlined empirical evidence that relates to how fast-fashion brands reacted to crises and how they tried to restore their image and consumer trust. This analysis reveals that crisis response strategies, communication practices, corrective actions and consumer reactions are all synergistic in their interaction to shape recovery outcomes (Yu et al., 2021). Throughout the reviewed cases, accountability, consistency, and visible reform were revealed as key trust-repair processes and defensive framing, symbolic activities, and weak engagement were identified as limiting recovery. These results relate directly to the research interest as they explain the effects of different approaches on the lines of trust and reputation. The results will be interpreted in later chapters in terms of relevant theoretical frames, discussing how they are consonant, extended or challenge the current models of crisis management and trust repair.




[bookmark: _Toc220550573]Chapter 5: Discussion And Interpretation
[bookmark: _Toc220550574]5.1 Discussion of Crisis Response Strategies (RQ1)
Initial Responses and Trust Trajectories
Consistent with the conceptual framework, early crisis responses had a strong influence on follow-up trust trajectories in all cases. Brands that responded quickly and accepted responsibility suffered a lesser blow to their reputations and had more recovery potential (Kuipers et al., 2023). Boohoo's shift from defensive position to ownership decreased hostility between stakeholders and allowed for ownership conditional trust repair. The opposite of this, response avoidance, bolstered suspicion. H&M's focus on sustainability commitments for the future was unable to respond to perceived wrongdoing. Primark's subdued reaction didn't cause escalation, but did not actively rebuild credibility (Wu et al., 2022). These patterns proceed to confirm the case that early response decisions lead to path dependency regarding upcoming recovery efforts.
Responsibility Acceptance versus Defensive Framing
Acceptance of responsibility was consistently found to outperform avoidance. Admissions of failure were understood as being sincere, despite ever-present disappointment (Fares et al., 2023). Defensive framing, such as blame-shifting and minimising of the issue, strengthened reputational damages. This effect was observed especially in the case of fast fashion, where ethical risk is already institutionalised. Supplier blame and complexity narratives added to irresponsibility perceptions; Contrary to the weaker assumptions of the framework in terms of neutrality, defensive responses sped trust erosion rather than stabilisation (Chang and Cheng, 2021).
Evaluating SCCT in Fast-Fashion Crises
The results, to some extent, confirm Situational Crisis Communication Theory. SCCT predicts that for preventable crises, rebuild strategies, including apology and corrective action, are needed. Boohoo's case fell into this expectation, indicating increased trust after responsibility acceptance. However, imperfections appeared (Pündrich, Aguilar Delgado and Barin-Cruz, 2021). SCCT supposes rational attribution of blame, but in the case of digital activism, responsibility was changed into a moral and emotional judgment. In repeated or systemic scandals, compliance with the prescriptions of the SCT brought about minimal recovery.
Crisis Fatigue and Cumulative Damage
Crises of fast fashion are different from isolated incidents. Ethical failures are interpreted as structural and not accidental. Contrary to SCCT's episodic assumptions, the effect of repeated scandals produced crisis fatigue. Emotional shock decreased, and cynicism increased. Each new incident triggered remaining unfulfilled distrust (Dewalska-Opitek and Bilińska-Reformat, 2021). In these conditions, response timing and tone became of lesser importance than long-term behavioural consistency. SCCT provides good explanations for the immediate response, but is not good at achieving an image of cumulative erosion and fatigue dynamics.
Analytical Implications
In keeping with the framework, the crisis response strategy starts recovery but does not continue it. SCCT is still useful for short-term formation of responses (Fu and Yang, 2025). However, effective reputation recovery in fast fashion needs to be integrated with trust recovery and reputation theories to enable the consideration of repetition, activism and digital amplification.

[bookmark: _Toc220550575]5.2 Discussion of Corporate Communication and Digital Engagement (RQ1 & RQ2)
Communication as a Framing Mechanism, Not a Repair Tool
In line with RQ1, our analysis shows that corporate communication played an important role in promoting the meaning of recovery efforts, but did not independently foster trust in recovery. Apologetic and reflective language was seen as more credible than optimistic or promotional messaging (Kim, Meganck, and Basnyat, 2024). How does Boohoo's acknowledgement-based messaging work to reduce suspicion, and H&M's sustainability stories came across as more strategic, albeit a little detached. Primark's neutral strategy did not inspire assurance but held escalation (Fares et al., 2023). These findings seem to suggest that sincerity in communication is crucial to establishing trust, which has been argued to be about the tone in the communication corresponding with the action.
Channel Choice and Credibility Signals
Addressing RQ2, the credibility of communication channels was also critical in trust recovery. Formal disclosures, such as audits and independent review were perceived to be more trustworthy than branded campaigns, which were perceived to be attempts to manage people's image (Mickelsson, van Haren, and Lemminck, 2023). Social media was a double-edged sword. It provided visibility speedily while becoming regarded (Kwok, Lee and Han, 2022). The use of digital platforms to support behavioural reforms rather than promotional messages was associated with greater trust in the reform intentions of the brand.
Authenticity Heuristics and Two-Way Engagement
Consumers were using heuristics of authenticity to judge credibility. These included third-party validation, cross-platform consistency and responsiveness to criticism. Two-way communication was found to strengthen trust signals (Sharples et al., 2023). Engagement with questions and concerns was related to being open, even when answers were partial. Contrary to the weaker assumptions on dialogue by the framework, one-way messaging on sustainability compounded scepticism, especially in interactive digital spaces.
Digital Activism and Algorithmic Amplification
Digital activism and the algorithmic amplification made a difference in the case of reputation crises, helping to build good as well as bad pictures (Vanguotic, Kienhuis, and Jucks, 2022). This finding raises doubt on SCCT's assumption of controlled message delivery, showing how crises can be made more current in digital spheres, which are uncontrollable for corporations.
Limits of Communication in Trust Repair
Finally, in line with RQ2, our analysis shows that communication is insufficient to restore trust. Without substantive corrective actions, the trust repair efforts were inadequate, and reaffirmed the understanding that for longer-term recovery goals to be realised, there should be clear evidence of change (Kuipers and Schoonbeek, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc220550576]5.3 Discussion of Corrective Actions and Trust Repair (RQ2)
Behavioural Repair as the Chief Trust Mechanism
In accordance with the conceptual framework, the results show that the effect of behavioural repair was more powerful than that of verbal repair in terms of influencing trust recovery. An apology and commitment statements were needed but not enough (Tan et al., 2022). For consumers, recovery was evaluated not by rhetoric, but with respect to observation of change. This is consistent with Trust Repair Theory, which focuses more on action than symbolism. Measures addressing root causes carried more weight as compared to forward-looking promises. Verbal repair was the source of credibility-repair was an opening, but behavioural reform is what made one credible.
Cognitive Trust and Structural Controls
Behavioural repair principally helped to reinforce cognitive trust by removing perception of operational risks through audits, compliance measures, and monitoring of the supply chain. Boohoo's independent audits and wage controls were indicative of improved competence and governance (Li, 2023). These actions decreased the perception of the risk of recurrence. In comparison, the revisions to H&M's policy were still rather abstract and hard to obtain as proof, which left trust signals weak. Primark's existing systems of compliance-maintained baseline trust, but did not actively restore credibility (Brans, 2025; Casal-Ribeiro). In line with the framework, cognitive trust was strengthened when reforms were visible, enforceable and measurable.
Affective Trust and Moral Judgement
Hou also said, "Behavioural repair had a slower impact on affective trust." Affective trust corresponds to goodwill and ethical intention. Structural reforms were signs of learning and responsibility; these fostered a gradual curtailment of emotional resentment. However, the moral disappointment went on (Peres and Boavida-Portugal, 2025). Contrary to the assumption in the framework that symbolic CSR lends to the repair of affective ties, the results demonstrate that cosmetic initiatives intensified scepticism in many cases. Campaigns and ethical branding were without persuasive power if unaccompanied by an operational change. Symbolic CSR was seen as being opportunistic rather than sincere.
Trust Asymmetry and Recovery Trajectories
Trust asymmetry was present in all the cases. Trust loss happened very quickly after disclosure. Recovery was slow, conditional and cumulative. Individual reforms were not enough. Conformant to the framework, there needed to be repeated demonstrations of consistency (Bou Abdo, El Sibai and Demerjian, 2020). Boohoo took a gradual recovery to sustain and visible reforms (Boohoo group plc, 2024). H&M's recovery was stalled due to repeated accusations of greenwashing, halting the build-up of trust. Primark remained stable but had limited renewal because of low reform visibility.
Role of Third-Party Validation
Third-party validation emerged as a critical trust signal. Independent auditing and the participation of NGOs helped to reduce scepticism by limiting self-reporting bias (Brans, 2025; Casal-Ribeiro). These actors were credibility intermediaries (Dietmar P. F. Möller, 2023). This finding is an extension of Trust Repair Theory, in that validation is presented as an accelerator rather than as a substitute for reform. Overall, trust repair in fast fashion was behavioural, asymmetric and conditional. Words initiated recovery. Actions sustained it.
[bookmark: _Toc220550577]5.4 Discussion of Consumer Trust and Reputation Outcomes (RQ3)
Emotional Responses Versus Behavioural Continuity
In line with the conceptual framework, the results show a marked discrepancy between emotional responses and actual consumer behaviour after fashion-related crises. Across the board, consumers were angry, betrayed and morally outraged. These affective reactions were of perceived failing ethics and moral disappointment (Coombs and Tachkova, 2024). However, contrary to the framework's initial assumption that emotional distrust leads to disengagement, purchasing behaviour more often than not remained stable. Many consumers kept up with buying in spite of ethical concerns. This paradox can be traced back to the fast-fashion paradox. Moral condemnation accompanied price sensitivity, trend accessibility and convenience (Jafarzadeh et al., 2021). Emotional judgment formed reputational perceptions, although this did not change the fact that utility-driven factors continued to play a greater role in short-term consumption choices.
Reputation as Legitimacy Rather Than Sales
The Reputation Theory helps to explain this disconnection. Reputation is acting as a form of social legitimacy as opposed to an actual predictor of sales. In keeping with the framework, moral and institutional failure signalled but did not necessarily indicate immediate demand collapse (Chen, Yang and Han, 2024). Brands held short-term revenue at the expense of symbolic approval. This distinction is important in explaining why the process of reputation recovery cannot be measured as sales alone (Khan and Richards, 2021). Instead, recovery involves the incremental process of restoring credibility, moral acceptance, and trust among groups of stakeholders and digital environments.
Consumer Segmentation and Differential Trust Recovery
The framework also anticipates differences between segments of consumers. Generation Z consumers had stronger moral reactions and faster responses to outrage escalation. They appreciated authenticity, transparency and alignment for activists. However, their brand loyalty was shaky (Wang, Zhang, et al., 2021). Price-sensitive consumers showed a lower level of ethical engagement and prioritised affordability. Despite these differences, repeated crises led to a decrease in tolerance in segments. Over time, visible ethical reform emerged as increasingly important to value-driven and cost-driven consumers, especially under consistent digital scrutiny.
Trust Asymmetry and Brand Equity Implications
Consistent with the framework of trust asymmetry logical sequences, behavioural normalisation was often followed by emotional reconciliation. Consumers resumed making purchases before trust was completely restored. This caused spurious signals of recovery. Stable sales masked outstanding scepticism. Repeated failures caused accelerated trust reactivation, thus weakening long-term brand equity (Khan and Richards, 2021). Trust repair was therefore slow, conditional and fragile. Brands that emphasised structural reform fortified emotional attachment and blood relations with time. Reputation recovery was legitimacy rebuilding, not demand management. This distinction is important to maintain a competitive advantage in the global fast-fashion markets.
[bookmark: _Toc220550578]5.5 Theoretical Contributions of the Study
The proposed work has also provided a number of theoretical contributions in the form of applying the currently available theory of crisis and reputation to the fast-fashion and digital activism setting. Originally, it promotes the Trust Repair Theory as it emphasises the role of visibility and third-party validation in restoring trust. Although an existing theory focuses on apology and corrective action, the current study will prove that trust repair requires publicity and the verification of such actions by an independent party (Jones and Podpadec, 2023). Audits, NGO checks and external reviews are credibility enhancers, as without the visibility, even substantive reforms do not create any signal of trust. The trust repair theory is therefore enlarged to include internal behaviour change to external legitimacy.
Second, the research offers to the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) the implications of its weaknesses in the context of a digital outrage situation. SCCT presupposes logical assigning of responsibility and predictable reactions of stakeholders. The results demonstrate that in emergencies in the fast-fashion industry, the creation and intensification of social responsibility occurs by means of algorithms, activism, and moral framing (Wu et al., 2022). Through continual and organisational scandals, the standard response types of SCCT become weakened, since these categories of response become weaker due to the loss of effectiveness through crisis fatigue and accumulated damage. Therefore, SCCT is useful in the acquisition of first-responding reasoning but not the analysis of recovery in the long term in the most politicised digital environment.
Third, the paper builds upon Corporate Reputation Theory by theorising reputation as platform-dependent and fragmented instead of being unified. There is no such thing as a reputation, which is a collective judgment; it is dispersed among media, consumer groups, and the groups (Song et al., 2022). Brands can also lose moral legitimacy and maintain sales legitimacy. These questions the traditional models of reputation that take coherence of perception and behaviour, and makes reputation recovery uneven and non-linear.
Lastly, the study incorporates emotional, digital, and structural aspects in the operation of a singular explanation of reputation recovery. It shows that it is emotions that cause loss of trust, digital platforms that determine visibility, and reforms in the structure that can be restored (Song et al., 2022). Using these theoretical prisms in fast-fashion situations, the paper provides a more vital and modern view of crisis recovery in sectors marked by velocity, publicity, and social and moral self-examination.
[bookmark: _Toc220550579]5.6 Revised Conceptual Framework and Interpretation 
The new conceptual framework is the development of the initial one, which was introduced in Chapter 2. The results in large measure validate the fundamental order of crisis response, trust repair, and reputation restoration. The most recent decisions of response are still influencing the early trajectories of trust, and behavioural repair is still the most potent motivator of recovery (Yu et al., 2021). Nonetheless, the framework is advanced by showing that visibility and validation are mediating factors of every stage. The framework which is built in the study adds the concept of digital amplification as a contextual force. The process of crisis response is subject to filters of algorithm, activism and platform cultures, and undermines linear assumptions. The recovery process is not serial but not uniform among the audiences (Wang, Liao, et al., 2021). The process of trust repair works in a different manner in consumer segments and online.
Substantive corrective action has the greatest causal relationship with cognitive trust recovery. The trust is stabilised with time when reforms are deep, sustained and independently verified (Jafarzadeh et al., 2021). It is only when communication supports action that it supports this link. The most questionable premise of the initial framework was the fact that communication can stimulate recovery; the results reveal that this is not a common occurrence in fast-fashion situations (Dietmar P. F. Möller, 2023). When responsibility is taken, reforms are structural, and progress is repeatedly established, recovery succeeds. Recovery is doomed in cases of actions that are symbolic, inconsistent, and/or not properly communicated. In general, the updated framework proposes reputation recovery as a platform-specific, conditional, cumulative process, as opposed to a linear one.
[bookmark: _Toc220550580]5.7 Chapter Summary 
In this chapter, there is an interpretation of the empirical results based on the existing crisis and reputation theories, which describe how the fast-fashion brands can repair their reputation after ethical and quality misdeeds. The discourse points to the fact that the acceptance of responsibility, behavioural repair and third-party validation are the most important in trust repair, and it illustrates the drawbacks of communication-based strategies in a digital outrage setting (Brans, 2025; Casal-Ribeiro). The answers to all three research questions are provided through connecting the responses on crises, trust repair mechanisms, and reputation outcomes to different cases. The chapter highlights the reason why the recovery is sluggish, disparate and conditional. Chapter 6 is a conclusion to the study and provides practical suggestions to the managers, and gives a future research direction.





[bookmark: _Toc220550581]
Chapter 6: Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc220550582]6.1 Summary of Key Findings
Overall, the findings provide support for the stage of logic in the conceptual framework, while suggesting the conditional nature of trust recovery in digitally amplified crisis contexts. The findings suggest that reputation loss in the international clothing industry is mainly driven by perceived ethical hypocrisy, labour exploitation, misconduct related to the environment, and misalignment between what companies claim and how they operate (Kim, Meganck, and Basnyat, 2024). These causes were exacerbated by digital activism and detective media coverage and the role of NGOs in the process, confirming that the reputational crises experienced by fast fashion are systemic and preventable, rather than accidental (Hidayat et al., 2021). In the face of scandals, brands responded in different ways to recovery. Boohoo adopted an apology-based and audit-based approach, H&M adhered to sustainability stories and a future-oriented approach, whereas Primark implemented a hands-off approach backed by operational controls (Boohoo group plc, 2024). Acceptance of Responsibility and Transparency in the Early Stages of the Improvement. The study discovered that acceptance of responsibility and transparency in the early stages decreased reputational damage, while defensive or symbolic responses increased scepticism for longer periods of time. Most importantly, the research has shown that behavioural corrective actions were more successful than verbal apologies in re-establishing trust (Piippo, Niinimäki and Aakko, 2022). Trust recovery was slow, contingent and disparity-based, where loss was rapid, but rebuilding has needed some sustained evidence of reform. Cross-case comparison revealed that credible recovery was dependent on consistency and validation by third parties as well as on visible structural change rather than communication alone.
[bookmark: _Toc220550583]6.2 Contributions of the Study
Theoretically, this study contributes to the Trust Repair Theory through the importance of visibility and third-party validation in post-crisis trust recovery. It shows that to influence stakeholder perceptions of behavioural repair, it must be publicly observable, especially in digitally mediated environments (Li et al., 2023). The study not only extends the Situational Crisis Communication Theory. It also identifies the limitations of Situational Crisis Communication Theory in the context of systemic and repeated scandals in which responsibility attribution is high, irrespective of response framing (Pündrich, Aguilar Delgado and Barin-Cruz, 2021). From a reputation perspective, the research contributes to Brand Equity theory through conceptualising reputation as fragmented, platform-dependent and emotionally-charged. It demonstrates that reputational repair is not immediately functional in changing behaviour, but through legitimacy restoration over time (Kuipers et al., 2023). Methodologically, the research contributes to the advancement of fast fashion through a qualitative multi-case research design with the use of secondary data triangulation. By combining corporate, media, NGO, and social media sources, the research offers a solid method of analysing crisis recovery in which primary access is limited.
[bookmark: _Toc220550584]6.3 Implications for Managers and Policymakers
For managers, the findings highlight the fact that to recover one's reputation, structural reform is needed instead of symbolic messaging. Apologies must be backed up by verifiable actions and transparent auditing, as well as long-term accountability. Communication should focus on credibility rather than visibility and use of digital platforms with care in order to facilitate dialogue and not to promote it (Li, 2023). For policy makers, the key takeaway is the importance of enforceable labour and environmental standards in global supply chains, the study finds. Stronger regulation, independent monitoring and mandatory reporting on transparency can contribute to lowering reputational risk while boosting industry-wide trust. So, this should involve real collaboration of government, regulators, and civil society with brands to drive sustained reform. 
[bookmark: _Toc220550585]6.4 Limitations
There are a number of limitations of this study. First, the use of secondary data limits management's internal perspectives and consumers' lived experiences. While triangulation increased credibility, primary interviews might have given us a better understanding of the decision-making process. Second, the media reporting may contain sensationalism, whereas the NGO publications may reflect advocacy-oriented framing (Murphy et al., 2022). Although cross-source comparison helped to counter bias, it is impossible to provide complete objectivity. Third, the qualitative multi-case design has some limits to statistical generalisability. The findings do not have universal applicability but are analytically transferable, and caution should be exercised when generalising conclusions outside of the context of fast fashion.
[bookmark: _Toc220550586]6.5 Recommendations for Future Research
Future studies should include consumer surveys at the primary level to directly measure post-crisis trust trajectories. Longitudinal studies to follow recovery over time would yield more information on the delayed effects of trust (Plakantonaki et al., 2023). Comparative research across industries, such as food or technologies, could help test even more important the transferability of trust repair mechanisms detected in this study.
[bookmark: _Toc220550587]6.6 Final Reflection
[bookmark: _Toc213198984]This dissertation shows that ethical reform and transparent crisis communication are no longer an option when it comes to fast fashion. Reputation recovery is dependent on words and actions being in sync (Pyle, Smith and Chevtchouk, 2021). With an ever-increasing digital scrutiny, brands have to make responsibility a fundamental part of their business models. Trust, that is lost, can only be regained through ongoing integrity, accountability and real change. 
[bookmark: _Toc220550588]6.7 Future Work and Research Directions
The future research should include conducting this research by incorporating primary data that will capture deeper post crisis consumer trust perceptions. Survey-based as well as interview-based research may tell us how emotional reactions change over time. Longitudinal research is needed to monitor reputation recovery beyond a crisis period. This would make it clear whether correcting actions result in sustained trust or temporary acceptance. Comparative studies between different industries, such as food or technology, for instance, would help test the transferability of fast-fashion findings (Kuipers et al., 2023). Future work could further focus on the influence of new platforms that have emerged along the way, including short-form video and AI-inspired moderation, in the formation of crisis narratives. Such approaches would in turn strengthen theoretical generalisability and practice relevance. 
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[bookmark: _Toc220550591]Appendix A: Data Extraction Tables
Purpose: To document systematically how secondary data were collected and organised for analysis.
	Case Brand
	Data Type
	Source Examples
	Timeframe
	Analytical Use

	Boohoo
	Corporate documents
	Levitt Review, sustainability reports
	2020–2024
	Crisis response, corrective actions

	Boohoo
	Media investigations
	BBC, Guardian, Reuters
	2020–2024
	Responsibility framing, public backlash

	Boohoo
	NGO reports
	Labour Behind the Label
	2020–2024
	Labour standards assessment

	Boohoo
	Social media
	TikTok, Instagram, X
	2020–2024
	Trust reactions, outrage cycles

	H&M
	Corporate documents
	Sustainability disclosures
	2020–2024
	Narrative repositioning

	H&M
	Media & NGO
	Greenpeace, Clean Clothes Campaign
	2020–2024
	Greenwashing accusations

	Primark
	Media
	Investigative journalism
	2020–2024
	Long-term reputational pressure
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[bookmark: _Toc220550592]Appendix B: Coding Framework
Purpose: To ensure analytical transparency and consistency.
	Code Category
	Code Label
	Definition
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Crisis Response
	Responsibility Acceptance
	Explicit acknowledgement of fault
	Apologies, ownership statements
	Legal disclaimers

	Communication
	Transparency
	Disclosure of audits or data
	Third-party reports
	Marketing slogans

	Trust Repair
	Structural Reform
	Operational or policy change
	Audits, compliance systems
	One-off CSR campaigns

	Consumer Reaction
	Moral Outrage
	Expressions of anger or betrayal
	Boycotts, criticism
	Neutral commentary

	Reputation Outcome
	Credibility Shift
	Evidence of trust stabilisation
	Reduced backlash
	Short-term sales spikes



[bookmark: _Toc220550593]Appendix C: Thematic Maps
Purpose: To visualise relationships between themes.
Main Themes Identified:
· Crisis Response Strategies
· Corporate Communication & Digital Engagement
· Corrective Actions & Ethical Reforms
· Consumer Trust Reactions
· Reputation Recovery Outcomes
Conceptual Flow:
Crisis Event → Response Strategy → Communication Framing → Corrective Action → Trust Repair → Reputation Outcome
[image: ]
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[bookmark: _Toc220550594]Appendix D: Cross-Case Comparison Matrix
	Dimension
	Boohoo
	H&M
	Primark

	Crisis Type
	Labour exploitation
	Greenwashing
	Supply-chain ethics

	Initial Response
	Apology, audit
	Defensive reframing
	Minimal disclosure

	Communication Style
	High transparency
	Narrative-led
	Restrained

	Corrective Depth
	Structural reform
	Mixed (symbolic + structural)
	Operational focus

	Trust Recovery
	Gradual improvement
	Partial, unstable
	Slow stabilisation



[bookmark: _Toc220550595]Appendix E: Ethical Compliance Statement
· This study is in full accordance with UWTSD ethical guidelines.
· All data was gathered from public sources.
· No personal or identifiable consumer data was stored.
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