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Gucci is one of the companies that has taken concrete s teps to divers ify following controvers y. Image credit: Gucci
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Consumers care more about diversity missteps than companies think they do, with a new study finding that one in
five consumers would be unwilling to forgive and forget after a controversy.

T wo surveys conducted by First Insight found that while 92 percent of executives believe that customers will
continue to buy from them following an offensive product, only 27 percent of customers actually said they would
still shop with a brand post offense. In the wake of widespread boycotting of luxury labels over perceived offensive
designs, companies should consider instituting inclusive practices to avoid future snubs by consumers.
"It's not an easy task for brands and retailers to stay aligned with consumer expectations on diversity and inclusion,"
said Greg Petro, CEO of First Insight. "Luxury brands strive to delight the customer and to set trends, not follow them,
which means they need to be bold and creative. T hat carries significant inherent risk.
"Sometimes creative teams push the envelope a bit too far and cross the line, launching products that are offensive
to consumers," he said. "From Gucci to Prada, from Dior to Burberry, even iconic brands struggle to walk this line
between edgy and offensive.
"Crossing that line is costly to brand image, social media standings and even the bottom line. T apping into solutions
that enable brand leaders to quickly and accurately test products with customers before launch can help avoid these
costly missteps."
First Insight's report is based on surveys conducted with 1,000 consumers and 48 C-level executives.
Diversity divide
Most retail executives believe that customers are willing to forgive them if they quickly pull a product and issue an
apology, but it may not be that easy.
Nineteen percent of consumers say that they would not shop again with a brand that put out an offensive product.
Overall, the report found a number of disparities between what customers say and what retailers believe about their

shoppers. In some cases, retailers seem to be overstating the importance of certain aspects of inclusivity.
Eighty-two percent of retailers think that size inclusivity is very or somewhat important, compared to just 61 percent
of consumers.
Executives also place a stronger value on influencer diversity than consumers, with a respective 77 and 44 percent
of these groups believing it to be important.
When it comes to inclusivity, consumers place the least importance on cultural representation, such as using
models who wear hijabs or modest clothing. Only 38 percent of consumers rated this as somewhat or very
important, compared to 46 percent of retail executives who find it important.

Consumers are less concerned about diverse representation than retailers think. Image credit: the Modist
Where retailers and consumers align is in seeing the importance of women and minorities in leadership positions,
with about half of both customers and executives noting it as a priority.
Fifty-four percent of consumers believe it would benefit firms to hire a chief diversity officer, but three-quarters of
executives whose companies do not already have this position in place say they have no plans to create this type of
role.
"Diversity and inclusion initiatives have many angles and many faces, from inclusive sizing to diversity of
influencers to the hiring and empowerment of chief inclusion and diversity officers," Mr. Petro said. "Without
effective ways of staying connected with the voice of the customer, it's difficult to impossible for retailer and brand
leaders to know what's most important to customers and where they should focus."
Just creating a diversity executive role is often not enough.
"Much hinges on the role of the chief diversity and inclusion officer," Mr. Petro said. "In order for any executive
charged with fostering inclusion and diversity to be effective, the powers must be real and must span from HR to
product design to marketing.
"Equipping product and marketing teams with tools to test products with customers before launch will enable them
to identify designs and campaigns that would be offensive to groups of consumers before they've gone to market,"
he said. "At that point, it's too late and the damage is done."
Driving diversity
In the wake of controversy, a number of brands and companies have taken steps to avoid future missteps.
After Italian fashion label Gucci produced a sweater that was deemed by many consumers to resemble blackface,
the company rolled out a number of initiatives aimed at making its own workforce and the fashion business more
diverse.
Gucci hired Rene E. T irado as its first global head of diversity, equity and inclusion, as part of the brand's new
strategy. Gucci states that her role will include designing and implementing a plan for a more inclusive workplace
worldwide (see story).
T he label also created a Changemakers scholarship and grant program. T he fund will go towards organizations that
work with African-American communities, while the scholarships will give special consideration to students
enrolled in Historically Black Colleges (see story).
Following repercussions of a product many deemed racist, Italian fashion label Prada similarly spotlighted diversity

and inclusion in a new program.
Last December, Prada responded to consumer complaints that a monkey character depicted in its holiday
merchandise and marketing resembled blackface. After apologizing, Prada tapped director Ava Duvernay to cochair
the Prada Diversity and Inclusion Advisory Council, which is made up of academic and cultural experts from highlevel social institutions.
T he council will steer Prada as it looks to increase the onboarding of diverse talent and fostering growth within
fashion students of color. Scholarships and training programs in the United States and in every Prada office
worldwide will be a significant part of the council's mission (see story).
British fashion house Burberry also took action to increase the diversity within its organization after a runway look
drew criticism.

Burberry's sweatshirt under fire. Image credit: Burberry
During Burberry's recent London Fashion Week show, the brand showed a hoodie with a rope that some thought
looked similar to a noose. Following the controversy, Burberry is moving beyond its apology with a series of
initiatives aimed at upping its sensitivity to inclusivity (see story).
"T he experience of Gucci shows that it is possible to regain trust and rebuild the business," Mr. Petro said. "After
launching their blackface sweater, Gucci took a significant hit in social media engagement, earned media and
revenues. After apologizing and launching a strong...line, the brand was able to rebuild rapport and business with
their customers.
"Showing commitment to diversity by hiring and empowering a chief diversity/inclusion officer would be a good
place to start for winning back customers," he said. "Fifty-four percent of consumers believe that it would benefit
retailers and brands to hire chief diversity officer and/or inclusion officer, but only 25 percent of retailer leaders
indicate that they have plans to fill this role.
"While retailers and brands that make mistakes often quickly apologize and promise to do better, the continued
occurrence of these blunders points to a deep-seated disconnect between brands and the customers they serve.
Retailers and brands must align on a process to keep these mistakes from happening, including testing products
before launch and implementing a more robust approval process with input from a broad range of voices."
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