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Abstract 

With more and more international companies, globalization brings unprecedented 
convenience to human beings, which greatly eliminates the barriers between countries. 
However, the emergence of the new coronavirus (COVID-19) in December 2019 
disrupted the daily life. When many companies played a role in the battle against the 
global difficulties, some global brands wanted to stabilize their performance but 
misused words in their marketing advertisements and dealt with problems improperly 
in the social media, especially Burger King in Taiwan, which was regarded as insulting 
China due to its controversial marketing. In this paper, we focus on three aspects through 
the incident of Burger King: •How can marketing communication strategy resolve 
cultural conflicts. •How to deal with the crisis public relations. •Whether social media 
effectively help the Burger king to solve the crisis. Through the analysis we find that in 
the case of severe damage to the global economy, the marketing strategies of companies 
are particularly of great importance. To avoid getting into a passive position when 
international companies face controversy and handle public relations crisis, companies 
can make preventive plans in the strategy in advance. At the end of the paper, we have 
put forward some suggestions on marketing.. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Impacts of Social Media During the COVID-19 

With the rise of the global Internet in 1968, people gradually changed their lifestyles, acquiring 
information from multiple ways. Social media becomes a useful and dominated channel that 
connects people with the outside world. The popularity of the internet provides opportunities 
for companies which depend on digitalization. Platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, and Weibo 
contribute information to spread rapidly and widely. Sprinklr, an analytical company counted 
a record of nearly 20 million mentions of coronavirus-related terms on March 11 [1]. However, 
these platforms can exacerbate companies' improper market promotion strategies as well, 
which causes dissatisfaction of the public and result in severe loss. Thus, companies should use 
marketing strategies that correspond to the new tendency and avoid circumstances in which 
their mistakes are exacerbated through the spread of social media. 
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1.2. Economic Impacts on the Globe 

Due to the coronavirus, the economy of the globe is experiencing a recession, which challenges 
fast food industries to a large extent. Early estimates predicted that most major economies 
would lose at least 2.4 percent of the value their GDP over 2020, leading economists to already 
reduce their 2020 forecasts of global economic growth down from around 3.0 percent to 2.4 
percent [2]. On April 16, the number of unemployment claims of the United States in the last four 
weeks has reached 22 million [3]. According to South China Morning Post calculations, 27.4 
million Chinese are out of work with a 6.2% unemployment rate [4]. GDP shrinks; 
unemployment hits a record high; the stock market fluctuates and reaches the lowest point. 
Thus, fast food industries have to adjust their marketing strategies to adapt to the current 
situation. 

1.3. Challenges of Food Industry 

The international supply chain may become the industry which is the most affected by the 
epidemic. The China-centered global supply chains on which plenty of Western companies rely 
are particularly risky. Eventually, it will reduce the initiative of global business travelers, and 
provide political fodder for nationalists who are favor of protectionism controls [5]. Especially, 
the food supply chain merges numerous problems for farmers and food producers who were 
used to grow and package for the majority of their output in industrial-size quantities for school 
cafeteria [6]. Also, since the coronavirus, many restaurants have to shut down. For the fast-food 
industry, a large amount of food in stock and the high rent make many fast-food restaurants 
close, since few customers come to the store to consume.  

1.4. Marketing in China 

Compare with 2019, China's GDP shrinks 6.8%. The output value of the service sector shrinks 
5.2%. Due to coronavirus, trades are stopped to prevent the pandemic from spreading. 
Economies in countries which strongly depend on external trades decline due to the deficiency 
of resources. However, companies in China need not be over pessimistic because China doesn’t 
depend on external trades as much as before. The trade surplus in 2008 is about 10% of GDP, 
but in 2020 the percentage is 2%, which means the negative influences of coronavirus on 
import and export will not thoroughly overwhelm the economy in China. Furthermore, the 
strict isolation was carried out from January to February. During this period, the Chinese were 
celebrating their Spring festival; hence the economic activities were not as much as those in 
April and March. Since March, workers have returned to their work. It turns out that 
consumption increases gradually [7]. With a background of globalization, international 
companies can take advantage of the recent recovery of China. With the recovery of economy, 
from the marketing aspect, companies ought to find methods, which can adapt changes that 
occur in people’s mind due to the coronavirus.  

2. Marketing Communication, Public Relations, and Social Media 

2.1. Marketing Communication 

Marketing communications are coordinated promotional messages delivered through one or 
more channels. Marketing ethics are the basic principles governing the business practices that 
promote products or services to consumers.  

2.2. Public Relations Amid a Crisis   

Public relations (PR) is the art of managing how information about an individual or company is 
disseminated to the public. Every individual or entity operating in the public eye faces the 
spread of information about them or their practices to the public. While public relations is an 
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industry unto itself, any attempt to portray oneself in a certain way to the public can be 
considered public relations [8]. 

2.3. Social Media  

Social media is a computer-based technology that facilitates the sharing of ideas, thoughts, and 
information through the building of virtual networks and communities. By design, social media 
is internet-based and gives users quick electronic communication of content [9]. Social media is 
a tool of mass communication, and social media marketing is a very important part of business 
strategy. Whether the size of the company is small or large, each of them has social media 
handles to make their presence felt. Social media marketing platforms allow brands to benefit 
from earned media. Unlike traditional marketing, where it is almost always paid, earned media 
refer to word-of-mouth that, stimulated through viral and social media activities [10]. 

3. The Case of Burger King During the Pandemic 

This paper used Burger King in China as a case to find out the impacts of the pandemic as Burger 
King is a global brand and well-received among Chinese fast food companies. However, as a 
controversy arose over the company's marketing during the COVID-19, the Burger King’s 
reputation and performance are significantly affected. Therefore, we use this case to analyze 
the impacts of the pandemic on the company's marketing when the company is facing a crisis 
through a marketing lens. 

3.1. Burger King in China  

On March 25, the Burger King operator in Taiwan made a racist reference to COVID-19 in a post 
on Twitter to promote its non-contact delivery services. The deliberate use of the terms of 
"Wuhan virus/pneumonia" or "Chinese virus" especially after the WHO officially named the 
epidemic COVID-19 [11]. The improper comments of Burger King in Taiwan have caused 
consumers to be dissatisfied with the Burger King brand. On March 29, Burger King in China 
issued an apology via its official Weibo account. The statement stated that the company has 
contacted the relevant person in charge of Burger King in Taiwan and ask them to delete 
inappropriate advertisements. Also, Burger King in China also stated it donated 1 million yuan 
to Wuhan and provided free meals for medical staff and community volunteers. 

3.2. Controversial Marketing Communication 

3.2.1. A Mistake in Marketing Communication 

As is mentioned, Burger King applied a racist word in the advertisements on Twitter. Afterward, 
many Chinese people showed their anger toward the ad because they felt offended by the 
insulting word. According to an article discussing different social phenomena between China 
and America, in China, the social structure is formal and hierarchical. There is no crossing into 
other areas. In America, it is much looser and informal. It is not uncommon to see those of 
various social levels socializing and knowing each other. There are very few lines that socially 
are not allowed to be crossed. This can cause problems in business relationships if the visiting 
culture is unaware of it [12]. Therefore, businesses should not cross with politics, but the 
advertisement published by Burger King Taiwan does. The little word can entail several issues. 
As for politics, other countries will start to discriminate and even disconnect with China 
because of the untrue words, like many countries suspend flights to and from China and ban 
Chinese tourists. Besides, as for the economy, many European countries will stop Chinese 
import products. Even a little word can have such a huge negative impact on China, so everyone 
in China is angry about the misuse of words. "The use of the racist term just upset me big-time, 
and I will cancel all my future orders from Burger King," one of the netizens comments. For 
Burger King, it hurts Chinese people and breaks its marketing ethics for doing business in China.  
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Similar racist events also happened in April 2020. Burger King recently posted a photo as an 
advertisement on its New Zealand Instagram. In the photo, a woman uses huge, awkward 
chopsticks to pick up the hamburger and feed another man. Such behavior is Asian racist, and 
lots of its consumers show their dissatisfaction with the advertisement. For a company, sending 
inappropriate messages, photos, and comments can certainly damage their marketing ethics. 
After those "racist issues", Burger King has lost tons of consumers and innumerable income.  

3.2.2. Importance of Marketing Communication Ethics 

Marketing communication ethics includes many principles. For Burger King, the company need 
to realize that marketing communications should respect human dignity and can not incite or 
condone any form of discrimination, including that based upon race and national origin. 
Astutely understanding and following the Importance of Marketing Ethics works as one of the 
long-term and crucial objectives of the firm that helps it attain its aims of higher sales, increased 
market share, superior brand value, competitive advantage for setting a new yardstick for the 
contemporaries to match and follow, and retain the existing line of customers plus attract the 
new ones as well [13]. The company can thus form consumer loyalty, achieve long-term gains, 
and build credibility by developing marketing ethics. However, in the case, Burger King does 
not follow the basic principle. As a result, the profit and foot traffic in Burger King will certainly 
decrease. 

3.3. Failed Crisis Management 

3.3.1. PR Crisis Management 

According to 163 News in China, most people felt hurt in feeling about the controversial 
advertisement of Burger King in Taiwan. At first Chinese people only want an explanation or 
apology from Berger King in Taiwan, but Berger King did not respond until Burger King China 
apologized on March 29 for the aggressive advertisement. In this case, most consumers in China 
started the action of a boycott. For only several days, this event generated more and more 
attention from the press and social media, which need effective crisis management urgently to 
minimize the loss on Burger King. 

The drastic boycott action indicated that Burger King did not perform well in crisis public 
management, which reflects the problems on the following three key terms: timeliness, attitude, 
and responsibility. 

Firstly, according to the passage about responding strategies, an initial crisis should emphasize 
on speed [14]. In this case, Burger King could respond to the mistake immediately instead of 
waiting until six days after the beginning of the crisis. Quick response not only benefits a 
company's image repair efforts, but it will also provide news media with critical real-time 
information and helps prevent the dissemination of false information or speculations due to the 
paucity of official updates [15]. To the end, if Burger King respond to social media timely, the 
losses will be much lower. 

Besides, Burger King's apology is not genuine enough to make customers forgive the company. 
Burger King in Taiwan, the party that hurts the feeling of Chinese people, did not respond to the 
mistake at all; instead, Burger King in China which is not part of the same operating company 
posted an apology. This behavior makes the public think Burger King Taiwan did not realize the 
mistake and this apology only for minimizing the potential loss of Burger King. Burger King's 
action is not genuine enough to show regret and concern about the loss of customers. The fault 
party and the apology party are not the same, which makes it difficult for the public to accept 
the sincerity of the attitude. Meanwhile, Burger King in China stated the company would donate 
1 million yuan for the Wuhan, China, despite suffering a loss of profits. Burger King in China 
tried to use the donation to change public focus, but Chinese thought Burger King was about to 
disguise the mistake by beneficence. 
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3.4. Improper Use of Social Media 

3.4.1. Analysis of Burger King's Social Media Usage 

In Burger King's case, Burger King posted a controversial advertisement via Twitter and 
responded to it via Weibo. Weibo is the main social media platform in China and 

the main user group is also Chinese. But Twitter is the popular social media platform worldwide 
and people all over the world can browse the information at any time on Twitter. The reason 
why Chinese were dissatisfied with an apology in Weibo is that Burger King did not apologize 
on different platforms for the whole world. Comparing the interview of Burger King CEO during 
the company's Q4 call, he said "McDonald's has also put into place an 'epidemic prevention and 
control task force' in tandem with local authorities. That includes providing meals to health 
care workers and medical screenings for customers who come into some of the brand's 
restaurants. It is really an 'all hands-on deck' effort” [16]. Conversely, Burger King CEO's remarks 
on social platforms have established a friendly image for Burger King successfully during the 
COVID-19. 

3.4.2. Social Media Opportunity and Challenge 

As Statistics shows [17], the number of Internet users in the world is growing to 4.57B, and the 
number of active social media users reaches 3.81B in 2020 April. Therefore, With the increasing 
popularity of social media platforms, the number of users and degree of interaction of social 
media make it increasingly important for enterprises to utilize social media; these platforms 
are regularly drawing. Companies are now using social media as an analytical tool to get deeper 
customer insights. These will help companies get more data about marketing preferences from 
people's actions. The timeliness of social media shortens the distance between companies and 
users, but this may also be a potential disadvantage. 

Although there are many opportunities that social media presents to businesses today, there 
are few key challenges that companies need to handle. As is shown in the Burger King case, the 
marketers ignored the proofreading of content and selection of the right platforms and caused 
strong reactions from people in China. Social media is an ever-changing platform that needs all 
users, whether individuals or companies, to pay attention to the preciseness of content 
publishing, which also puts forward higher investigation requirements on the platforms.  

As an international brand, Burger King can treat global customers equally. With great operating 
resources, it has chance to choose the right platforms for publishing the official information and 
update with global customers on the same page, rather than only make an apology on a separate 
channel. Meanwhile, Burger King is supposed to take advantage of the benefits of social media 
such as the accessibility and openness to show the positive value of the company and promote 
the products in real-time with real people. 

4. Recommendation 

4.1. Suggest fast food industries take advantages of known platforms such as Twitter and Wei Bo 
to increase the publicity of own products. During coronavirus, digitalization is the new tendency 
of marketing; hence companies ought to change their promotion strategies from offline to 
online. 

4.2. Avoid posting words that may lead to misunderstanding and dissatisfaction, especially 
regarding politics. Companies can establish an internal inspection mechanism for advertising 
on social media platforms. To avoid human error, omission, and misunderstanding, companies 
need to inspect the published content through internal mechanisms before they post on public 
platforms. 

4.3. Use advertisements or some activities to build a good brand image, like raising funds for 
charities or contributing to the sustainable development of society. Consequently, customers will 



Volume 1 Issue 9, 2020 

DOI: 10.6981/FEM.202009_1(9).0011 

76 

Frontiers in Economics and Management 

ISSN: 2692-7608 

trust more in the company even during the emergency public crisis time, which will help 
businesses overcome the difficulties quickly. 

4.4. Build a designate crisis management team that is well trained and make crisis management 
plans considering different situations. Crisis happens from time to time so that prevention and 
preparation are essential for companies. 

5. Conclusion 

In this paper, we use the Burger King case to analyze the impacts of the pandemic on the 
company's marketing when the company is facing a crisis from three aspects: market 
communication, public relations, and social media. When facing a similar crisis, the company 
can try to use professional ways with a more sincere attitude to solve it. However, this analysis 
has some limitations because it is difficult to track the implementation effects of 
recommendations.  
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