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The development of communication technology has also created new structures, able to 

challenge the traditional power roles of the communicative process. Social media have 

become a fruitful arena of this change due to their users having the possibility to respond to 

the producers’ messages. Thus, the traditional lineal structure turns to an interactional one 

and consequently, the lines become blurred between the roles of the dominant and 

dominated as assumed by the senders/producers and the receivers respectively. 

Controversial issues shed light on this ‘battle for power’, such as the sustainability actions 

and reporting of Zara and H&M. These companies are the leaders of the fast fashion industry; 

one of the most ‘unsustainable’ fields. Through a critical discourse analysis of the posts that 

the companies launch on their Facebook-sponsored accounts as well as the comments related 

to sustainability that they obtain from their users, the communicative process occurring in 

social media can be assessed. The aim of this analysis is to provide an insight into how the 

communicative process between sender and receiver in social media creates public opinion 

and affects the development of sustainability discourse. It has been shown that users have 

found in social media a powerful tool to challenge the companies’ power: they can comment 

on the informative product in question. Also the users have taken the sustainability discourse 

as the required ‘object’ when questioning a product’s reliability. The latter is in some way 

another means with which to challenge the companies’ power.   

Keywords: Corporate social responsibility (CSR); Social media; Sustainability discourse; 
Interactional communication; Power; Encoding/decoding; Communication process  
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1. Introduction  
 

The importance of sustainability is increasing all over the world. Movements for 

sustainability and climate justice have been formed during the last two decades as the effects 

of global warming became obvious and as overwhelming evidence of the climate change 

being provoked mainly by human causes were presented (United Nations Intergovernmental 

Panel of Climate Change, 2007, as cited by Cox, 2013).  

Industries are in the epicentre of these discussions because their practices and policies 

have been pointed out as the main cause for global warming, as well as other environmental 

and health problems. Not least fashion companies have been highly questioned for the 

environmental impact of their industrial systems, based on extremely fast cycles of 

production, fast-changing trends and planned obsolescence of the products.  

The big retail companies are naturally aware of the importance of ‘being sustainable’. 

They invest effort in including sustainability in their strategic planning with the objective of 

fulfilling basic standards that help them to prevent risks at legal, resource, environmental, 

reputational and socio-political levels. The clearest example is the adoption of corporate 

social responsibility (CSR) policies. CSR is defined as “a concept whereby companies 

integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their 

interaction with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis” (European Commission, 2010, 

cited by Combs & Holladay, 2012, p 7).  

The CSR practices are not imposed by law, but companies voluntarily choose to apply 

them and in that case, which kind of CSR activities or processes to engage in. However, it is 

important to take into account that the bigger the fashion company is, the more power and 

possibilities it has to influence sustainable practices (Niinimäki 2015).  

This thesis will focus on CSR communication in the contemporary fashion industry. 

Thinking about references in the field, Zara and H&M are the most important due to their 

volume, business growth and international presence (Ziying, 2015). Both retailers claim that 

they have adapted their traditional practices to more sustainable production processes and 

they also have communicated these changes to media and customers1. Through their web 

sites, Zara and H&M launch an ample amount of information that describes their production 

process in detail, the policies followed to regulate their activities as well as collaborations 

with different non-profitable projects and initiatives to improve their practices ethically and 

environmentally. How a company delivers the sustainability-related messages have been 

proven influences to increase consumers’ positive brand awareness and that environmental 

messages are important contributors to consumer decision-making (Cox, 2013). In addition, 
                                                        
1 Zara: www.inditex.com/en/sustainability and H&M: http://about.hm.com/en/news/newsroom.html      

 

http://www.inditex.com/en/sustainability
http://about.hm.com/en/news/newsroom.html
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consumers’ trust is often said to be reached through open communication strategies and real 

commitments of sustainability at all levels of the company’s practices, avoiding too limited 

sustainable approaches and greenwashing attitudes (Niinimäki, 2015). A definition of 

greenwashing applied to corporations is the misleading information that is disseminated by 

an organization in order to present an environmentally public responsible image (Cox, 2013).  

However, despite their efforts invested in sustainability –sustainable actions and 

communication of these sustainable actions-, Zara and H&M are easy targets to feed the 

general discourse embedded in the society that questions the sustainability in the fast fashion 

industry. The information that links sustainability to Zara and H&M’s practices barely 

garners a positive response from the public. Conversely, when this type of information does 

appear in the media, it is portrayed from a negative perspective that doubts the ethics and 

sustainability of Zara and H&M’s business practices2. Consequently, the image that these 

companies portray is associated with the economical profits’ prosecution rather than a real 

interest in sustainable issues.   

Therefore, it is interesting to analyze the two companies’ strategies in communicating 

CSR. More specifically this thesis will engage this topic in relation to the companies’ 

communication strategies on digital social networks from the perspective of the audience. 

The effectiveness of the CSR reporting is reflected on the reaction of the audience and thanks 

to the social media usage, these reactions are easily observable since users often turn to the 

accounts that the companies have in different social media to try to communicate 

straightaway with them. In this arena, users express their opinions that in many cases trigger 

responses in debate forums and dialogical conversations. The analysis of these comments 

and interactions, which occur specifically on Facebook, has not been tackled in previous 

works and might bring fruitful cues that can explain how the public opinion constructed in 

the social-media arena affects the discourse about sustainability. Hence, it becomes the aim 

of this thesis.   

                                                        
2  E.g: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f4rWr3KtecE   

Brief explanation since the document comes in Spanish with no subtitles: The Spanish TV-program ‘Salvados” broadcasted last February a 

documentary where, under the headline “¿Qué hay detrás de la ropa low-cost?” (What is behind the low-cost clothing?) denounced the poor 

working conditions of the employees in the suppliers in Asia of the main fast fashion groups–and pointed out Zara and H&M- and the terrible 

environmental damages that the great-scale apparel production causes just to satisfy the Western demands, mainly characterized by an excessive 

consumerism. The impact was so heavy that exceptionally, some digital newspapers responded publishing articles and videos on Internet that 

supported the important role of Zara as a driving force for economy by creating employment and by assuring quality of working conditions and fair 

salaries. 

 

E.g: http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/apr/03/rana-plaza-campaign-handm-recycling?CMP=share_btn_fb 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f4rWr3KtecE
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/apr/03/rana-plaza-campaign-handm-recycling?CMP=share_btn_fb
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2. Aim and research questions 
 
As discussed above, the strategies for CSR- communication carried out by H&M and Zara are 

often debated and resisted. Both companies are frequently accused of unsustainable 

practices.  

This thesis aims to shed light on the remaining dilemma of how the communicative 

process between sender and receivers in social media creates public opinion3 and affects the 

sustainability discourse development. I will examine the comments that users leave under the 

posts that Zara and H&M publish on their official Facebook accounts and analyze the 

interactions that these comments trigger. By analyzing the comments and interactions 

related to sustainability that users leave as posts that the companies publish on their 

Facebook accounts and interpreting their meaning, some hints towards the solution of the 

gap between the strategies to communicate sustainability and the audience’s perception 

might appear.  

The analysis of this type of material promises to bring fruitful information about how 

the audience’s opinion about sustainability is constructed and consequently attempt to 

elucidate the extent to which these opinions influence Zara and H&M’s discourse about 

sustainability. A negative feedback can indicate the failure of both retailers’ communicative 

purposes but can also detect the gaps in the communication process. There are two specific 

reasons to work with the comments left under Zara and H&M’s Facebook posts: Firstly, the 

companies’ official web sites don’t offer response options and most of the information that 

they upload there is also posted onto their social-media accounts: Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, Pinterest... Secondly, the customers turn to social media as an information source 

but also as an immediate tool to publicly communicate their impressions. Pew Research 

Center 2011 (cited by Phillips, Carvalho & Doyle 2012) assures, for example, that the more 

than a 30 per cent and at least 65 per cent of Americans use an on-line social-networking site 

such as Facebook. Thus, social media in general and Facebook in particular are a powerful 

source of information because they open an arena for public participation and encourage a 

direct interaction between the companies and their customers creating a dialogic relationship 

that has consequences since it raises the question of how dialogue in the context of news 

media affect beliefs (Phillips, Carvalho & Doyle 2012).  

Due to these reasons, the companies’ posts as well as the comments that customers 

leave on Zara and H&M’s Facebook platforms should be a good case study; however, it might 

be positive to first answer to the following three research questions:  

 

                                                        
3 From a communicative perspective, public opinion describes the opinions held by people and constructed on the perception of what other fellow 

citizens think showed by mass media (Donsbach & Traugott, 2008) 
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1. What kinds of themes attract discussion on the Facebook comments? How are these 

comments discursively formulated on the platform? 

2. How do the companies react to their customers’ comments?   

3.  How do interactions in the companies’ social media occur and what role do dialogue 

and interaction play in the development of discourses about sustainability? 

 

3. Previous research 
 
In the following sections, a presentation of existing studies will take place. By examining 

previous research, this chapter will attempt to bring an overview of the field, to identify the 

gaps that can be tackled in the project, since they haven’t been addressed by other scholars 

before, and to set the fundament that will motivate this study.  

 

3.1. Research works from a business perspective 
 

The companies Zara and H&M have attracted a lot of research attention. Many scholars have 

tried to explain their economic success. Ziying (2015), for example, seeks to explain how both 

companies have gained competitiveness and leadership in the fast fashion market by 

adopting different models of internationalization. The scholar uses a qualitative method to 

collect data based on surveys, observations, interviews and company documents. 

The awareness about the added value of the CSR policies has been the topic of 

numerous studies in the field of fast fashion. In their study, Epstein & Rejc Buhovac (2014) 

design an ambitious CSR plan to improve the external marketing decisions of corporations 

when social, environmental or economic catastrophes happen. These corporations are the 

direct responsible of the catastrophes. On the other hand, Ailawadi, Beauchamp, Donthu, 

Gauri & Shankar (2009) addresses prior research about promotion, advertising, and other 

forms of communication with the purpose of “capture the interrelationships among 

manufacturer and retailer communication, promotion decisions and retailer performance” 

(Ailawadi, Beauchamp, Donthu, Gauri & Shankar 2009, p 42).  

In other words, scholars address the benefits of the internal communication in order to 

set a basis for future research oriented at improving the business model.  Chang & Jai (2014) 

bring a closer approach to the field of interest by examining sustainability positioning 

strategies, perceived corporate social-responsibility efforts, price value and brand equity. 

This study is especially interesting for gaining knowledge about the purchasing intentions of 

consumers and the level of value that CSR policies add to products. Through a quantitative 

survey method used to collect the data, Chang & Jai (2014) conclude that purchase intentions 
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are significantly influenced nowadays by perceived CSR effort, price value and brand equity.  

 

3. 2. Research works from an ethical perspective 
 

Niinimäki (2015) provides an overview of ethical foundations in relation to CSR in the 

fashion field by analyzing environmental initiatives and consumers’ values. His study 

grounds ethics as the main weakness in the apparel industry and sees in this concept the key 

to improving the current situation. The scholar states that in the highly competitive world of 

fashion where products also need to satisfy the demands of environmentally conscious 

customers, “products have to offer those values that are important to consumers” (P 9). To 

sum up, the researcher points out the lack of novel knowledge that still exists about future-

oriented thinking towards environmental values as the main gap in the field.  

As previously mentioned in this paper, CSR is defined as these actions that are not 

imposed by government, but “a state of corporate mind which has decided that the social and 

environmental good is equal to the commercial good and that both can exist together” 

(Newbery & Gosh-Curling 2011, p 37). It engages the concept to ethical practices, a behaviour 

that is analyzed in the aforementioned scholar’s study. The work includes a qualitative 

interview to Ingrid Schullström, CSR manager at H&M and tackles the main gaps that the 

company faces in the communication of its CSR activities. Schullström admits that there is 

potential to communicate to consumers more directly how sustainability is being performed 

and to follow one of the principles defended by Combs & Holladay (2012) to permeate 

reliability in the CSR actions, but H&M has been too reticent to openly communicate how its 

values influence its business performances. The interviewee highlights however, that she feels 

that customers do not “know enough about what we actually are and have been doing” and 

identifies the communication of its CSR activities as “an area where we should maybe 

improve” (Newbery & Gosh-Curling 2011, p 41).  

 

3.3. Research works from a social media usage perspective 
 

As pointed out above, because social media is an interactive communication tool, audiences 

are free to comment upon corporate messages negatively or positively and this instantaneous 

global transmittal of digital information is widely and quickly shared (Kaplan & Haenlein, 

2010 cited on Reilly & Hynan 2014). This communicative practice allows case studies to be 

explored. Reilly and Hynan (2014), for example, conducted a study that explored how 16 

companies from different industry sectors use the social media platforms to report 

sustainability. The study compares consumer product firms categorized by outside ratings 

agencies such as Green and Not Green and the data collection utilized were both quantitative 
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and qualitative methods applied on annual reports, corporate sustainability reports, company 

websites, and social media platforms. The results determined that green firms are more 

active to communicate their sustainability practices in the social media that the non-green 

ones.  

Williams, Page & Petrosky’s (2014) theoretical work sets a basis on the social media as 

the increasing tool to communicate sustainability avoiding greenwashing. The work deeply 

analyzes new social media channels as possible alternatives to traditional ones and “overly 

simplifies news channels as a means to inform the interested public concerning the complex 

nature of true green before greenwashing has a chance to create cynicism and 

disengagement” (Williams, Page & Petrosky’s 2014, p 11). Moreover, the study gains 

importance because it theoretically presents the benefits that using social media for green 

initiatives supposes for organizations.   

On the other hand, the work presented by Osatuyi (2013) is pivotal because although it 

does not engage social media usage with sustainability reporting, it offers a fruitful empirical 

research about social media users’ behaviour when sharing information. The aim of the study 

is to explore the credibility of the information shared in the computer-mediated context and 

it revealed that information producers use different cues to indicate the reliability of the 

information they share on social media. The findings from this study suggest that social 

networking sites hold the greatest potential for sharing information. Through a quantitative 

method, this study conducts an exploratory survey with active social media users in order to 

collect data based on four categories: sensitive, sensational, political and casual information. 

SPSS was the tool used to analyze the data.  

The closest approach to this study in a methodological and purpose perspective is the 

research performed by Richardson, Grose, Nelmes, Parra & Linares (2016) which aims to 

explore the concept of sustainability in nursing through the use of social media as a vehicle 

for discussion on the topic due to the need of an increased awareness to prepare the 

healthcare sector for climate change and contribute to sustainable development. A qualitative 

analysis of the posts from a Twitter discussion was conducted. It found that due to a high 

participation, social media is an effective way of engaging nurses and students in a discussion 

on challenging issues.  

Going back to theory, Ludwig & Ruyter (2015) present a study that brings a consistent 

fundament that can be applied to the empirical analysis of this project. It aims to identify 

how recent conceptual and empirical advances in Speech Act Theory (SAT) may further guide 

the development of text analytics in a social media context. The work unveils that decoding 

content and function word used in customers’ social media communication provides valuable 

information because it displays “the efficiency of determining potential impacts of customer 

reviews, sentiment strength, the quality of contributions in social media, customers’ 
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socialization perceptions in online communities and deceptive messages” (Ludwig & Ruyter 

2015, p 131).  

 

4. Remaining gaps and positioning the study 
 

This project pretends to shed light on the remaining dilemma of how the communicative 

process between sender and receivers in social media creates public opinion and affects the 

sustainability discourse development. I will examine the comments that users leave under the 

posts that Zara and H&M publish on their official Facebook accounts and analyze the 

interactions that these comments trigger. The analysis of these comments and interactions 

that the possibilities of the Facebook usage trigger and the interpretation of their meaning 

has not been tackled in previous works and promises to bring some cues towards the solution 

of the gap between the strategies to communicate sustainability and the audience’s 

perception.  

 

The reasons why the results of previous studies cannot solve the remaining gap are explained 

below:  

 

1. Business approaches: Fast fashion industry –and Zara and H&M as the main 

reference in the field- has been an attractive target to research works oriented to 

explain business practices in order to improve them by using in many cases marketing 

practices. The growth of the stakeholders’ awareness about sustainability has 

triggered the interest from some scholars in CSR strategies in organizations as an 

added value to improve their reputation and so on; and to keep and/or improve their 

commercial benefits. However, none of these studies were conceived to analyze the 

sustainability reporting from a sheer communicative perspective that includes 

linguistics.  

 

2. Ethical approaches: The ethical approach settles a useful basis to this study, as it has 

been cited along with this paper, because it goes beyond the commercial interests of 

the companies and set ethics as the key to provide the needed added value to the 

companies that pursue to satisfy greener and greener demands. The mentioned 

studies in this field agree to point out the lack of an ethical perception by the 

stakeholders when apparel companies communicate their sustainability practices. 

However, they don’t go further to examine the customers’ responses, which are the 

key when finding an explanation to why the audience find the sustainable practices 

ethically unreliable.  
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3. Social media usage approach: the studies related to this field are closer to a pure 

communicative approach, so they constitute a more accurate reference as a 

motivation for this project. In order to shed some light on the sustainability reporting 

issue via social media sponsor accounts, many research works have been focused on 

the contents from a producer perspective instead of from a receptor one. 

Consequently, these studies bring important cues to identify the greenest companies 

and to comprehend the communicative strategies, but the way in which sustainability 

reporting via social media helps to construct public opinion and influences the 

discourse in this subject is still a pending issue, able to be solved by analyzing the 

interaction between the companies’ representatives and the users through posts and 

comments respectively. Conversely, the studies that have tackled the receptors 

perspective instead, differ from the intended work here in the used methods and the 

study cases, so they bring different results to the ones pursued in this work. For 

instance, the Richardson, Grose, Nelmes, Parra & Linares’ (2016) study, whose 

investigation brings the closest approach to the intended study of this thesis, 

concludes that social media are a powerful tool to engage users’ discussions about 

sustainability. Nevertheless, it doesn’t dive into the posts that producers launch on 

their Facebook accounts. In other words, it neither analyzes the encoding-decoding 

process that social media communication entails, nor communicative process which 

shapes the discourse about sustainability.  

4. Theoretical frame and concepts 
 
This section provides a theoretical framework, which grounds the object of the study of this 

thesis and provides the conceptualized map that guides the method and analysis of the work 

towards the pursued aim. The theory of encoding/decoding of Stuart Hall (1980) constitutes 

the backbone of this framework due to its critical point of view of the unequal power relations 

that are still embedded in the communication process between the senders/encoders and the 

receivers/decoders. Firstly, encoding and decoding are going to be explained separately as 

mechanic processes in the communication process. Secondly, the connotative and denotative 

meanings as a product of the encoding and decoding processes are going to be tackled. 

Thirdly, the theory of Fairclough (1989) is going to be briefly used to explain how the 

discourse influences the power relations between actors within the communicative process.  

        Moreover, this theory is going to be treated from the perspective of social media as they 

are the arena where the communicative process of encoding/decoding occurs in the case 

study of this thesis. The communicative interaction happening in the social media’s arena 
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challenges the traditional structure of the communication and thus, questions the prevalence 

of these traditional unequal power relations where the boundaries between the dominant 

actors and the dominated ones are well defined. Firstly, the general characteristics of social 

media as scenario for the communicative process are going to be analyzed. Secondly, the 

communication process happening in this arena is going to be explained through the theories 

of mainly Castells (2013), but also Page (2012) or Muntlinga (2011), among others.   

 
 

4.1 Encoding/decoding 

 
The core of the communication process is the message, can be understood as a type of 

symbolic vehicle constituted under the rules of language in order to provide meaning. The 

message travels from the sender to the receiver in what constitutes the communication 

process itself (Hall, 1980). However, the communication process implies two systematic steps 

around the message in order to be understood as a whole process. The first one takes place 

when the message is produced and is encoded. It means to construct the message with a 

certain code according to the intentions of the producer. The second one occurs when the 

message arrives to the receivers and is decoded. It means that the receivers ‘read’ the 

message according to their emotional and cognitive patterns that consequently can influence 

certain behaviours patterns. Both the encoding and decoding steps are developed below.  

 

4.1.1. The encoding process  

 

“Power relationships, the foundation of the institutions that organize society are largely 

constructed in people’s minds through communication processes” (Castells 2013, p 19). 

These words also constitute the fundament of the encoding process stated by hall (1980) 

through his critical theory about the unequal communicative power relations. Thus, the 

scholar places the starting point of the communicative process in the power intentions of the 

senders when they ‘encode’ the message that is going to be sent.  

Before the social media appearance and emergence, the traditional circular model of 

communication had been questioned due to its linearity: sender/message/receiver. This 

structure –traditionally found in the mass media- benefits the sender, whose active role in 

the construction of the message places her/him in an advantaged position to exercise power. 

Hall (1980) continues by criticizing how the passive role of the receivers limits their power 

due to their incapability to respond to the messages in the same level. However, social media 

are fruitful evidence of how the communicative process “sustained on a structure of 

production, circulation, distribution/consumption, reproduction is closer to the reality of 
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how the communication is produced” (Hall, 1980, p 128). Social media modify the lineal 

structure of communication since they facilitate the capability of the receivers (treated as 

users in this context) to respond, so as to also produce a message (Castells, 2013). For this 

reason, it is necessary to account the concept of encoding from a social media perspective.  

A sheer perspective of the encoding concept is situated in the production of the message, 

from the starting point to the communication circuit. The message is encoded within a 

framework of intended meaning and ideas by the producer (also sender in this case study), 

using professional communicative instruments and knowledge to draw certain topics with 

the purpose of influencing the public opinion (Hall, 1980).  

As mentioned above, this encoding process implies the sender’s intention of exercising power 

in order to achieve that influence. It is convenient to distinguish among several types of 

power, although most related to communication is the symbolic power since it stems from 

the activity of producing, transmitting and receiving meaningful symbolic forms. In 

producing these symbols, individuals or institutions draw on these and another resources:  

 

to perform actions which may intervene in the course of events and have 

consequences of various kinds and may give rise to reactions, may lead other to 

respond in certain ways, to pursue one course of action rather than another, to 

believe or disbelieve, to affirm their support for a state of affairs or to rise up in 

collective revolt (Thompson 1995, p 17).   

 

The sender, through the capacity of exercising power on the receivers when encoding 

the message, sets a power relationship in the communicative field where the dominant role is 

adopted. This relationship of domination becomes institutionalized in society because the 

dominant role tends to coincide with those actors who have the possibility to exercise power, 

such as institutions, media, companies, etcetera... It means that in power relationships there 

is always a greater degree of influence from one actor over the other (Castells, 2013).  

However, as mentioned at the beginning of this section and accounted for below, social 

media have emerged as a scenario where the communicative process has shifted its lineal 

structure to a dialogical one. This transformation of the communicative process also opens 

the possibility to encode messages to the receivers, modifying then their passive role. Hence, 

this fact implies a possibility to subvert the dominant and dominated roles that conform to a 

power relationship.  

 

4.1.2. The decoding process 

 

The encoded message then initiates the circulation in the circuit of the communication 
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process. As mentioned before, the message must travel under the discursive rules of the 

language to be meaningful and then to open the possibility for receivers to decode it.   

The decoding implies different understandings depending on the cognitive, emotional or 

ideological framework in which the receivers operate. This understanding triggers certain 

behavioural consequences, such as taking determined action, creating consciousness about 

certain values or political effects, or waking up the desire to respond (Hall 1980).  

The case study of this thesis points out the latter; however, the possibility of this to occur is 

determined once again by the structure of the communicative process.  

Nevertheless, the codes set in the encoding step might not be followed in the decoding 

one. This phenomenon is known as an asymmetry. Asymmetry is defined as the 

understandings and misunderstandings produced in the encoding/decoding process and 

“depend on the degrees of symmetry/asymmetry established between the positions of 

personifications, encoder-producer and decoder-receiver” (Hall 1980, p 131).  

Moreover, the scholar points out the structural differences between the encoders and the 

receivers and the codes utilized by both in the moment of the communication process as the 

reasons for this lack of fit. This fact also unveils the relative autonomy when the encoding and 

decoding moments happen. This autonomy is fundamental in order to understand the 

audience’s perception and to question the complete effectiveness of the power that the 

encoders-producers intend to exercise. This idea links straight away to the idea of power in 

social media as stated by Castells (2013). In this sense, the scholar states that the messages 

produced by these power leaders may be received and understood in ways that are neither 

the desired nor expected; moreover, they cannot be directly monitored and controlled. Then, 

the power relationships established by the communication process, become altered and the 

effect of the power questioned.  

In order to understand the lack of equivalence between the encoding and decoding process of 

the message, it is necessary to evaluate its linguistic characteristics, drawn by the theory of 

connotation and denotation (Hall 1980). 

  

4.1.3. The denotative and connotative values in the message 

 

The core of the message rests on its production/encoding and interpretation/decoding. As 

the previous section set, both processes enjoy certain autonomy; however, it is undeniable 

that the message comes with meaning. This meaning has two different approaches: the 

denotative and the connotative.  The first refers to the literal meaning of a sign, clearly and 

universally recognized. Conversely, connotation is employed to refer to the changeable and 

associative meanings that vary depending on the intervention codes used (Hall 1980). 

The connotative level of signifiers is linked to culture, knowledge, history and it is through 
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them that the linguistic and semantic system is constructed. On the other hand, connotative 

codes vary depending on the context in which they take place, because every society or 

culture tends to impose its classifications of the social, cultural and political world. These 

impositions compound the discourse hierarchically organized into dominant or preferred 

meanings. “New, problematic events which breach our expectancies and run counter to ‘our 

common sense constructs and taken for granted knowledge’ of social structures must be 

assigned to their discursive domains before they can be said to make sense” (Hall 1980, p 

134).  

There is more than one option to decode the values that constitute the dominant 

discourse and the receiver/decoder can freely choose. However, they tend to be influenced by 

a certain pattern of institutional, political or ideological values. These certain values become 

normalized, generalized among the receivers and thus, institutionalized and legitimated in 

society. As soon as these decoded values are institutionalized, they imprint certain meanings, 

practices and beliefs and consequently determine the reactions of the audience. In terms of 

the power relationships drawn by the communication process, this fact can be translated in 

terms of the producers/senders/encoders4 being interested in previously knowing the values 

and patterns with which the audience/receivers/decoders5 play. This strategy is guided to 

adjust their message encoding activity according to those possible decoding options in order 

to fulfil their intentions of exercising power over them and therefore maintain their dominant 

role in the society. Castells (2013) explains that some of these strategies are more visible 

because they are violent or coercive in their ways of getting power back. But some others 

underlie ‘a democratic’ persuasive discourse which apparently let the dominated actors to 

believe that have the freedom to express their beliefs as a way to show their empowered role. 

Thus, societies cannot be considered communities, sharing values and interests. Rather they 

are contradictory social structures involved in conflicts and negotiations among diverse and 

often opposing social actors struggling to gain and/or maintain a dominant role.  

However, this strategy also finds problems related to the aforementioned 

symmetry/assymetry phenomenon. Misunderstandings and distortions might occur between 

the values given to the message in its encoding and decoding activity exercised by the 

receivers. But also a phenomenon known as ‘selective perception’ plays an important role as 

obstacle to guarantee perfectly transparent communication. This tool is used by a limited 

number of audiences (not the majority) “to evade the compulsions of a highly structured, 

asymmetrical and non-equivalent process” (Hall 1980, p 135). Selective perception seems 

                                                        
4 Take into account that the terms encoder/producer/sender/dominant actor are going to be used as a synonyms in this work , depending on if 

they are used in a context of the encoding/decoding process, social context, communication process and power relations respectively.  

 

5 Same with the terms decoder/audience/receiver/dominated in the other side of the communicative circuit.  
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powerful because it challenges the decoding behaviour of the audiences expected by the 

encoders. Nevertheless, it is almost never selective, random or private but also responds to 

certain cluster patters.  This means that as soon as the producers know these patterns, they 

can foresee the receivers’ reactions and thus, take advantage of this situation to continue 

exercising their dominant role.  

The analysis of denotative and connotative values of the message urges to emphasize the not 

necessary/mandatory correspondence between encoding and decoding. Encoding will have 

the effect of constructing some of the limits and parameters within which decoding will 

operate. If there were no limits, the audience could simply read whatever they liked in any 

message.  

As also mentioned above, some disruptions can happen in the communicative process, 

but the vast range must contain some degree of reciprocity between encoding and decoding 

moments otherwise we could not speak about an effective communicative exchange at all. 

Nevertheless, this correspondence is not given but constructed because it’s the product of 

articulation between two different moments and the producer cannot guarantee which 

decoding codes will be employed. Hall (1980) establishes three hypothetical positions when 

decoding happens. They were initially designed for an application on TV, but the method 

pages will show how these three categories are perfectly applicable to the social media 

context too: 

 

1. Dominant-hegemonic position: the viewer takes the connoted meaning and 

decodes the message in terms of the reference code in which it has been encoded. 

This is the typical case of the perfectly transparent communication because the 

receptor operates inside the dominant code. Audiences can also operate inside the 

professional code which is the position in which professional broadcasters assume 

when encoding a message that has already been signified in a hegemonic manner. 

Professional code tends to operate within the hegemony of the dominant code. 

Again in terms of power relations, this situation is the ideal one for the encoders, 

whose messages is decoded by the receivers as desired. It could be interpreted as a 

success of the power being exercised from the dominant actor to the dominated 

one thus, a maintenance of the unequal power relations in the communicative 

process can be seen.  

 

2. Negotiated position: The majority of audiences probably understand quite 

adequately what has been dominantly defined and professionally signified. 

Decoding with the negotiated version contains a mixture of adaptive and 

oppositional elements: it acknowledges the legitimacy of the hegemonic 
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definitions to make the grand significations while at a more restricted, situational 

level it makes its own ground rules. It accords the privileged position to the 

dominant definitions of events while reserving the right to make a more 

negotiated application to ‘local conditions’, its own more corporate positions. In 

the negotiated position, the unequal power relationship between the 

encoders/producers/dominants is not as clear. Although the intention of the 

producer is guided to maintain or gain power over the audience, the latter 

maintain a kind of resistance to succumb to the power relations through the 

communication process.  

 
3. Oppositional position: It is possible for the receptor to perfectly understand both 

the literal and the connotative aspects of the discourse but to decode the discourse 

in a contrary way expected or desired by the producer in the communicative 

process. The audience detotalizes the message in the preferred code in order to 

retotalize it with some alternative framework of reference, so they are operating 

with an oppositional code. In a power relationship in the communication process 

context, this situation could be considered as a failure for the traditionally 

dominant actors because the potentially dominated ones decode the message in a 

contrary way to the desired or expected one. However, it constitutes the ideal 

situation when talking about equal power relations where the roles of dominant 

and dominated find an opportunity to be disseminated.  

 
4.1.4. Discourse.  

 

One of the interests that this research pretends to tackle is the contribution of the 

communicative process to construct the discourse of sustainability. As it has been accounted 

above, the connotative and denotative values contained in the message are pivotal to shape 

the discourse. Hence, the latter determines the power relationship between the 

communicative process’s participants. Fairclough (1989) describes discourse as language in 

action, a definition supported by Simpson and Mayr (2010) because it accounts the social 

structure where the communicative process occurs and how it influences language usage. 

Due to this, Fairclough (1989) states that language is part of social constructs and its use can 

influence social phenomena. In the relationship between language and society, the scholar 

highlights the concept of social order, defined as “such a structuring of a particular social 

‘space’ into various domains associated with various types of practice” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 

29). It means that the way discourses are built is dependent on the social order and relations 

of power between the actors of the communicative process (Fairclough, 1989). Thus, 

discourse can be used to execute power relations by using language in a certain way that is 
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based on the context where it occurs. In these power relations, the dominant participant in 

the discourse determines and limits influence of the other participants (Fairclough, 1989). 

From a point of view of the discourse, the scholar anticipates what Muntliga (2011) will also 

develop later from a users’ perspective. In this sense, Fairclough (1989) states the more 

powerful participant can decide the content of the discourse. This idea totally aligns with 

Hall’s (1980) theory and his distinction between producers and receivers, where the 

producers determine what topics are communicated. Lastly, the most powerful participant 

determines the position the other participant can take in the discourse (Fairclough, 1989). 

The role of commenters that users assume on Facebook means that they just can comment on 

posts or write their own post on their own timeline. However, it doesn’t mean that they are 

able to take a leading position in the discourse.  

 
4.2. Social media 

 

As it was mentioned at the beginning of this theoretical section, the appearance of social 

media has changed the lineal structure of the communicative process, opening it to the active 

participation of the receivers. The traditional-lineal communicative structure gets challenged 

by a dialogic structure, where the receivers have the possibility to respond. The receivers turn 

to the new role of senders too, surpassing their passive position. This new communicative 

structure facilitated by the social media also provides a chance to modify the power 

relationships between the senders/producers/dominant actors and the 

receivers/producers/dominated actors. In other words, it is legitimate to say that social 

media challenges the unequal power relations.  

 

4.2.1 Infrastructure 

 

In order to understand how the encoding/decoding process takes place in the social media 

arena, it is necessary to understand the infrastructure of this new scenario for the 

communication first. Internet has made the autonomy of ‘communicating subjects peer-to-

peer’ easier and has challenged the traditional owners and regulators of the communication 

infrastructure. This is because digital networking technologies “allow individuals and 

organizations to generate their own message and content and to distribute it in the 

cyberspace, largely bypassing the control of corporations and bureaucracies” (Castells 2013, p 

20). Thanks to the low barriers that communication through the Internet surpasses, the 

message producers find a much greater degree of freedom. Moreover, the rise of social media 

sites on the basis of entrepreneurship such as Facebook, Twitter or YouTube, just to cite the 

most popular ones, have transformed the social and organizational landscape of horizontal 
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communication networks around the world. Those affected the most are corporations and 

governments, that see how their commercial and domination interests respectively (ways of 

power, in other words) are challenged by audiences.  The main difference with the horizontal 

way of communication, compared with the traditional vertical one is its ability to be shaped 

by the multiple inputs received from several sources, as well as by their interaction. The 

larger and broader their inputs are and the faster the speed of their interaction is, the more 

the communication sphere becomes a driver of social change (Castells, 1996). 

For these reasons, the established power is reluctant to adapt to this new way of 

communication and still pursues a vertical mode of communication, operated through a 

concentrated message to an individualized and submissive receptor. But the possibility to 

turn back to vertical form of communication is broken down yet in a world characterized by 

the prevalence of horizontal networks of multimodal communication. As mentioned above, 

the diffusion of horizontal communication networks has modified the practice of power 

increasing the influence from civil society and non-institutional socio-political actors in the 

form and dynamics of power relationships. Thus, free communication is the most subversive 

practice of all because it challenges the traditional power relationships embedded in societal 

institutions and organizations. Now, the barriers that separate communication and power 

become much more diffused and the actors must learn to play in this new arena (Castells 

2013). The traditionally dominant actors will find new ways to exercise their domination over 

the traditional dominated ones and the latter ones will try to leverage this opportunity to 

subvert the power relations, as it is developed below.  

Castells (2013) also points out that until now the Internet has not been a real antidote 

against the traditional mainstream communication system due to that strategy commented 

on above where the dominant actors have learned to deal with social media in order to 

continue exercising their domination practices, after an initial misunderstanding of the 

medium. 

At the same time, social actors and individual citizens around the world are using the new 

capacity of communication networking to advance their projects, defend their interests and 

assert their values. Hence, it could be timely to continue stating that social media open the 

possibilities to all audience to participate in the communication process in a much more 

active way. However, Van Dijk and Nieborg (2013) have found that the active participation in 

the creation of digital content seems much less relevant than the crowds they attract. “The 

majority of users are in fact those who watch or download content contributed by others” 

(Van Dijk & Nieborg, as cited by Jenkins, Ford & Green, 2013, p 154). In this sense the 

scholars insist on pointing out that although the boundaries to become a producer/sender 

have lowered and are accessible to all public willing to communicate something, the audience 

involved in this production process is still quite limited to the traditional institutions, media, 
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etcetera... Conversely, the main use that an audience gives to social media is listening, 

watching, commenting, liking and sharing. These activities denote an active behaviour, 

because it means that the audience takes advantage of its chance of responding. However, 

this behaviour can be considered still too limited in terms of the possibilities that social 

media offer to the whole audience: they don’t produce the initial message that triggers the 

communicative process. Hence, this ‘media consumptive behaviour’ raises again the question 

of how the power relations are shaped in this arena.  

On the other hand, the influence of corporations on the media is also growing and 

shaping this revolution in the communicative field in order to put it in service of business 

interests. The influence of the advertising industry over media business via the 

transformation of people in measurable audience on the Internet tends to subordinate 

cultural innovation or entertainment pleasure to commercial consumerism. For example, 

many social media users6 tend to express their self-identity through their brand selections. 

The importance of brands in the lives of users combined with the easy access to social media 

tools that can be used to share preferences is contributing to on-line chatting about brands. 

This marketing usage is an advantage that corporations enjoy thanks to social media in order 

to gain reputation or visibility (Burns, 2016 in Tindall & Hutchins, 2016). In other words, 

that freedom of expression and communication on the Internet is often curtailed and 

monitored by the traditional empowered actors in an attempt to preserve their dominant 

role.  

 

4.2.2. The communication process 

 

The basic communicative process of encoding/decoding developed by Hall (1980) has been 

affected by the emergence of social media that technological development has trigged. The 

communication process is defined by the technology of communication, it is the channel 

where the message is encrypted and sent, between other factors (Schiller, 2007 as cited by 

Castells, 2013). In this sense, digital social media communication is a mixture between 

mediated interaction and mediated quasi-interaction, attending to the classification of types 

of interaction that Thompson (1995) sets. The first one involves the use of a technical 

medium, which enables information or symbolic content to be transmitted to individuals who 

are remote in space and/or time. Thus, the participants do not share the same spatial-

temporal reference system and cannot assume that others will understand the deictic 

expressions they use.  This type of communication deprives the participants of a range of cues 

associated with physical co-presence while the symbolic cues linked to writing are 

accentuated. The second ones are typical of social relations established by the media and are 
                                                        
6 Decoders/receivers in the encoding/decoding and communication process respectively are called ‘users’ in the context of social media.  
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stretched across space and time. It differs from the first one due to the fact that symbolic 

content is for an indefinite range of potential recipients and the flow of communication is 

predominantly one-way, which means that it is monological, a state that social media have 

already surpassed (Thompson, 1995; Castells, 2013).  

Social media are dialogical instead because they allow audiences to participate actively 

in the communicative process and to connect each others. Blogs, forums and social network 

sites are not understood as isolated, static pages but instead as shared spaces that enable 

collective contributions in the form of contents, comments and edicts (Page, 2012). These 

contributions to social media are both for the benefit of the individual contributor and also 

the wider community represented by the network. This collaborative nature makes social 

media an idealized environment for dialogue, because the way in which users manage 

interpersonal interactions is as important as the content that they publish and the dialogue 

that takes place in novel formats that reconfigure the relationship between interactive 

participants in varying ways.  

Moreover, the dialogical and collaborative character of the communication in social 

media also triggers the public’s engagement. This public engagement on social media 

contributes to important perceptual, relational and behavioural outcomes (Men & Tsai, 

2016). Muntliga (2011) classifies the social media users in three categories. The first one, the 

most passive, refers to the user (or consumer, as the scholar defines instead) who engages by  

just watching and reading the media content that others produce and by downloading 

widgets. The second is related to the moderate users, whose usage entails activities such as 

responding to organizations or other fellow users and commenting on other posts. The last 

category refers to the most active user, whose behaviour involves the creation of content 

and/or the publication of other content that other counterparts can consume or contribute to 

in some way. According to this classification, the case study of this research focuses on the 

second type of users, whose active participation in social media might be considered still 

limited.  

Social media interactions follow the mediated and quasi-mediated feature defined by 

Thompson (1995) of distributing information across texts that are created and received 

asynchronously by participants who are often geographically remote from each other. The 

multiple contributions from many participants can be redistributed, so that the process of 

consuming and producing social media can be personalized rather than homogenized. Social 

media provide an ability to recontextualize and tailor the emerging content to individuals 

thanks to the growing archive of information about an individual user and their interactions. 

Thus, it creates unique homepages with constantly renew content that are reconfigured each 

time the participants log into their personal accounts. Moreover, the personalized 

individuation is further enabled by the diversity of tools used to access or upload 
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contributions to a site. “Mobile devices and wi-fi provision give people increased flexibility 

over the times and places that becomes over sites of engagement as social media connects 

participants with each other and the material hosted” (Page 2012, p 8).  It means that social 

media guarantee easy access and simple ways for users to participate and then to interact 

with the initial producers of the symbolic content.   

As previously mentioned above, social media have also entailed the shift of mass 

communication and its one-directional communicative process into mass self-

communication. It means that although the communicative process rests on an interactive 

way of communication that can potentially reach a mass audience, the production of the 

message is self-generated, the retrieval of messages is self-directed, and the reception and 

remixing of content from electronic communication networks is self-selected. Mass-self 

communication, made possible by the Internet and mobile devices, emerged originally from 

decentralized communication networks, challenging the capacity of sending messages in real 

or chosen time and the possibility of using point –to –point communication, narrowcasting 

or broadcasting, depending on the purpose and characteristics on the intended 

communication practice (Castells 2013).  

Van Dijk (2000) also supports the concept of mass self-communication and emphasizes the 

combination of interpersonal and mass communication on social media. In the field of 

interest for this project –it is the dialogical communication occurring in the social media 

arena, the growing interaction between horizontal (the one that enables interaction with 

recipients) and vertical (the traditional one-way)-, networks of communication that give birth 

to a new media reality. In Castells’ (2013) words, the contours and effects of this new media 

reality will be decided ultimately by political and business power struggles. The growing 

interest of corporate media in Internet-based forms of communication recognizes how 

important this new societal communication is in order to reach a potentially global audience. 

In this new communication form, whose overarching point are computer networks, the 

language is digital and the senders are globally distributed and globally interactive. Although 

the medium does not determine the content and effect of its messages, it has the potential to 

make possible unlimited diversity and autonomous production of most of the communication 

flows that construct public opinion. Thus, as was accounted for above the more significant 

role that organizations and institutions play in the production of the digital content 

contributes to shape the power relations also in social media (Castells 2013). In other words, 

traditionally dominant actors in the communicative process could be considered to also 

dominate the communication in social media because they still remain as the producers of 

the transmitted message.  

Focusing specifically on social media usage, individuals participate in online networks 

for several reasons. Fenton (2012) associates the openness of social media to the new ways 
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that interconnect individuals to society. When individuals might feel they disappear in the 

anonymity of modern day life, Internet gives them the space to feel like a relevant part of the 

community. Different corporations and associations can take advantage of this fact by 

creating a community where solidarity is key and where individuals can feel part of 

something. The CSR actions of corporations and the environmental campaigns of 

associations are good examples of activities that attract public participation in social media. 

However, Fenton (2012) emphasizes that social networking sites are inherently expressive 

and communicative, and not so much related to civic mobilization. Nevertheless, this 

audience’s participation is pivotal because it has never been experienced in other type of 

media before.  

 
 5. Method and material 
 

5.1. Interpretive approach as a qualitative method 
 

This study aims to shed light on the dilemma of how the communicative process between 

senders and receivers in social media creates public opinion in terms of sustainability and 

affects the discourse about this issue. This purpose –very empirically defined from the 

beginning- intends to find a visible example of this communicative process. The posts that 

Zara and H&M publish on their official Facebook accounts, the public responses that users 

leave upon these posts and the interactions that these comments trigger are a rich source to 

find the information that would satisfy the pursued aim.  Sustainability reporting in the fast 

fashion industry constitutes a fruitful point of reference to guide the research towards the 

construction of power relations through the communicative process in social media. This is 

due to the CSR actions that companies report, which remain very distrustful towards the 

audience, so their credibility is continuously challenged. Hence, the study of the 

sustainability discourse promises to unveil important insight about the power relations 

between the actors in this specific communicative process between the companies´ 

representatives on Facebook and the users.   

          A qualitative method is required when analyzing in depth Facebook’s posts and 

comments in order to extract the discursive struggles about sustainability. Thus, the interest 

of this study rejects quantitative perspectives since it does not intend to quantify the amount 

of themes discussed, the features of the comments and interactions, or the frequency of 

appearance of certain communicative strategies.  Conversely, the aim of this project is more 

related to the features that Jensen (2002) associates with qualitative approaches. For 

example, the meaning of the discourse embedded in the communicative process and how this 

meaning guides social actions -it is the unequal power relationships between 
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senders/encoders and receivers/decoders that the discourse about sustainability triggers-. 

Also, the ‘naturalistic context’ in which this communicative process is analyzed -Zara and 

H&M’s Facebook walls- as a way to immerse in the whole case study and ‘grasp in full the 

native’s perspective on reality’ (Malinowski, 1922 as cited by Jensen, 2002, p 236). Miller 

(2013) also points out some advantages of the qualitative approaches that can perfectly apply 

to the analysis of the case study in this thesis. The scholar defines qualitative approaches as 

open in the way of interpreting meaning, flexible in the way of understanding problems and 

open-ended in terms of what the researcher gets back. The variety of cases that compound 

the sample in the study case: posts of diverse nature and participation of an ample range of 

users through different comments, require an analysis with a high degree of flexibility and 

openness as described by Miller (2013). Lastly, Jensen and Jankowski (1991) state qualitative 

approaches go beyond the generalizations in order to tackle the specificities of every 

empirical case as a phenomenon with its consequences and results for a larger world. In this 

sense, the analysis of the posts published on Facebook by the companies and the comments 

obtained by users as a response are a clear example of a specific case, whose results promise 

to bring insight into the sustainability discourse in the social media field. 

On the one hand, the encoding/decoding theory of Hall (1980) criticizes the unequal 

power relations between sender and receiver that are present in the communicative process. 

Taking this theory as a fundament, the study also claims a critical interpretive approach that 

focuses explicitly on the dynamics of power that surround communicative practices. These 

communicative practices are on the other hand a reflection of social practices, because social 

reality can be observed through their mediated actors, language and understandings. 

Moreover, interpretive approach aims to produce exhaustive explorations of the way in which 

a particular social reality is constructed, being its studies sensitive to power. The meaning of 

social world is all about perceptions and practices, norms and values, roles and institutions 

(Pozzebon & HEC Montréal, 2003).   

Following the latter scholars’ theories, it is legitimate to consider the application of an 

interpretive method as it tackles not just the discourse behind the communicative process 

occurred in social media, but also the related context in which this communicative process is 

involved.  The analysis of the posts that Zara and H&M launch on their Facebook-sponsored 

accounts and the specific comments and interactions related to sustainability that users leave 

in these posts require a certain contextual knowledge: Institutional position of the companies 

as the most representative in the fashion field, situation of the CSR reporting in this field and 

general conditions in which the communicative process in social media operates are aspects 

whose knowledge can be reached thanks to an interpretive approach.  
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5.2. Critical Discourse Analysis 

 
Fairclough and Wodak (1997) define Critical Discourse Analysis as a fruitful method to 

address social problems, to analyze the discursive features of power relations, the discourse 

that constitutes society and culture, historical discourses, the mediated link between text and 

society, the interpretive and explanatory features of the discourse and the discourse of social 

action. Moreover, an exploration of the CDA in depth unveils how other authors have found 

important features applicable to this method. For instance, Van Dijk (2009) affirms CAD is 

problem-oriented, in the sense that it explores problems or injustices occurring in certain 

societies. As soon as these problems are understandable, it is easier to attain a solution where 

the ultimate goal is to solve social inequality caused by social-power abuse in public texts and 

talks. According to this scholar, CDA is also a multidisciplinary field, which requires that the 

relationship between language, social cognition, power, society and culture be taken into 

account. Once the relationship between the different disciplines is established, CDA goes 

beyond the description of discourse to further interpret and discuss political issues or social 

problems with the ultimate aim of contributing to the equalization of society (Van Dijk, 

1993). Moreover, CDA aims to question and criticize discourses by revealing their 

contradictions, the limits of what can be said or done and the means in which discourse 

makes particular statements seem legitimate (Jäger & Maier, 2009).                                                   

This research aims to elucidate the creation of public opinion through the communicative 

process between sender and receivers in social media and how it affects the sustainability 

discourse development. This aim tackles the concepts of power (to create public opinion 

around the specific discourse of sustainability) and communication (power exercised through 

the communicative process between encoders/senders/dominant actors and 

decoders/receivers/dominated actors). This communicative structure claims a method that 

can analyze the pressures exercised by the traditional dominant actors in order to preserve 

that privileged position, but also the resistance of the traditional dominated actors to this 

unequal power relationship (Fairclough and Kress, 1993, as cited by Wodak, 2001). As 

aforementioned, the context where this communicative process occurs -social media- 

facilitates the visibility of this resistance and offers the possibility to subvert this power 

relationship since the dominated actors can respond to the dominant ones. This context 

constitutes the mediated link between text and society stated by Fairclough and Wodak 

(1997) and mentioned above. Thus, a CDA of the posts published by the companies’ 

representatives and the comments left by the users upon promise to provide insight into the 

role of the communication process in social media in the construction of public opinion 

around sustainability issues.  



 

26 
 
 
 

5. 3. Sample and selection of criteria 
 

Zara and H&M have published a vast amount of information about their CSR practices on 

their official websites7. Its analysis would have been fruitful if the object of this thesis had 

been guided to the CSR reporting strategies that the companies lead. However, the purpose 

of this research focuses on the communicative process within its dialogical structure, already 

developed in the theoretical part8. It is the CSR information launched by senders/producers, 

but also the responses that receivers give to that information. This dialogical communicative 

process is facilitated by social media, thus the case study of this thesis is found in this arena. 

This process involves the participation of two kinds of actors: encoders/senders and 

decoders/receivers. An empirical application of these two actors to the empirical case study 

of this research defines Zara and H&M’s representatives on Facebook as the message senders 

because they are the producers of the posts launched on their accounts. On the other hand, 

users are considered the receivers, at least initially: as mentioned above, the dialogical 

communicative process made possible by social media become the users also in senders of a 

message since they respond to the posts launched by the companies on the platform. 

Attending to this classification of sender and receivers, the analysis of the material must be 

categorized into two different types as follows: 

 

1. The posts that companies publish on their Facebook accounts 

2. The comments that the posts trigger.  

 

The analysis of the first type of material might draw an overall picture of the strategies 

used by every company to report sustainability: the posting regularity and the themes and 

format of the posts are the elements to observe as they might unveil this information. The 

first kind of material is delimited to the posts published by both companies on their 

Facebook-sponsored accounts in their versions in English9, since it is the language used in 

this project. The posts are selected between March and April of 2016, coinciding with three 

relevant events related to sustainability in the fast-fashion industry that have happened 

during this period of time: the third anniversary of the Rana Plaza accident in Bangladesh on 

April 24, the World Recycle Week from 18 to 24 April and the Earth Hour initiative, on March 

                                                        
7 Zara: www.inditex.com/en/sustainability and H&M: http://about.hm.com/en/news/newsroom.html      

 
8  In this point of the study social media users are referred as commenters too 

 
9 Note that social media corporate accounts are published in different languages, where the users are re-directed depending on the official 

language of the country from they access to the Facebook account  

 

http://www.inditex.com/en/sustainability
http://about.hm.com/en/news/newsroom.html
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19. However, none of the companies have posted information related to the three events. For 

instance, Zara has posted just one banner to support the Earth Hour initiative during these 

two months and H&M has initiated an active campaign to celebrate the World Recycle Week, 

publishing six posts related to it in total. A screenshot taken from their Facebook accounts 

shows the visual example below: 

 

                    
 

 

Out of these posting activities, no more posts related to sustainability have been found 

during this period of two months. The posts about sustainability found on Zara’s Facebook 

account and the six ones found on H&M account constitute part of the sample to analyze. 

However, it is also important to select posts about other themes –not just about 

sustainability- in order to observe if they also attract comments and what kind of comments 

they are. For instance, it can be observed that during the World Recycle Week and on the 

Anniversary of the Rana Plaza collapse, users tended to raise issues about sustainability upon 

posts not related to this theme. Thus, posts whose commenting activity seems no-linked to 

sustainability initially are going to be selected for the sample too. Another graphic example of 

this phenomenon is shown below: 
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The regularity of the posting activity also varies from company to company. For 

instance, during March and April of 2016, Zara has published 17 posts on its Facebook wall 

while H&M has launched 32 posts. Regarding sustainability issues, Zara has just launched 

one post during this period, while H&M has published 6. The frequency and themes of the 

posts is pivotal because it also influences the comments of its users. This means that the 

number of posts from every company being analyzed is not the same, but depends on their 

relevancy to shed insight onto the aim of this research. Thus, the sample that constitutes the 

posts is drawn as follows:   

 

Posts 

 
ZARA H&M 

Sustainability 1 4 

Other themes 5 2 

Total 6 6 

 

The majority of the posts that constitutes the sample are banners, videos or pictures. Thus, 

they are going to be analyzed through the visual tools of the CDA and explained in the next 

section below. The application of this method promises to find answer to the question of what 

kind of themes attract users’ comments because this type of iconography is encoded to depict 

particular events, people, places and things in a specific way that connotes certain ideas and 

concepts. In other words, they denote ideas and values through what they represent and the 

users react to the connotations that the message suggests to them when they decode their 
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denoted meaning. The connotations that a certain message carries depend on the values, 

costumes, etcetera embedded in the particular culture (Machin & Mayr, 2012). 

The insight about the decoding process mentioned directly above is going to be 

unveiled through the application of the CDA to the second type of the material, that is, the 

comments and interactions triggered by the posts and posted immediately below them. This 

material can be translated in terms of power relations such as the reaction of the users -the 

dominated actors- to the power that the dominant actors (Zara and H&M) try to exercise over 

them.  As Van Dijk (1993) stresses, the aim of CDA is to unveil the kind of social relations of 

power present in texts both implicitly and explicitly. Thus, a CDA application to these 

comments and interactions will probably provide fruitful results about the role that 

comments and interactions play for the sustainability discourse development.  

The amount of comments left by users upon the posts within the period of time 

between March and April is vast, thus it is necessary to delimit it in the sample according to 

particular criteria. The selection of comments examined has been done based on three 

criteria: firstly, the comments must be left upon the posts also selected for the sample; 

secondly, they must be related to sustainability since it is the overarching concept of this 

thesis and thirdly, only the comments posted in English, Spanish and Swedish are going to be 

analyzed because those are the languages that are spoken and understood by the 

researcher 10 . Moreover, it is important to keep in mind that some comments trigger 

responses from other users or from the companies, generating on-line dialogues and/or 

debates. These responses will constitute a preference to select a certain comment for the 

analysis but they won’t be examined, just mentioned. According to these criteria, the sample 

is going to be delimited to one comment related to sustainability upon every post, it is 6 

comments from the Zara’s platform and another 6 from the H&M’s one. Also, when choosing 

the comments that will compound the sample it is preferable to select oppositional comments 

rather than hegemonic ones because they can provide more data about how the traditional 

power relationships are challenged by the dominated actors in social media. The analysis of 

this sample will shed some light on “how power relations are exercised and negotiated in 

discourse” (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997, as cited by Machin & Mayr, 2012, p 4), and will 

respond to the second and third research questions.  

As in the previous case, a visual example will help to clarify how these comments and 

interactions look like in action:  

 

                                                        
10 It has been observed many users comment in diverse languages, even although the case study of this thesis is extracted from the English 

versions of the companies’ Facebook accounts.   
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The Zara example shows two comments from two different users on the same post and 

both obtain answers (from the company, in this case). Just one of them would be chosen for 

the sample. The H&M example shows four comments from four different users on the same 

post. Just the two first ones get a response and one of them will be examined for this case too.  

However, due to the different nature of this material, the employed devices vary: 

whereas visual semiotic tools are going to be applied to the posts, the comments are texts 

compounded by words thus they require devices applicable specifically to words. Some 

comments are, on the other side, accompanied by links that redirect the user to other 

external sources of information as a means to reinforce their content. Nevertheless, the 

information contained in these links is not going to be analyzed in this research.  

 

5.4. CDA tools  

 
The previous section set the need of analyzing different types of material in order to fulfill the 

pursued aim and respond to the research questions. It is necessary to select the CDA tools 

whose application can unveil data about how the communicative process is performed in this 

empirical case: how the encoders/senders encode/produce the posts and how the receivers 

decode that information and how they react through their responses.   

As the previous section pointed out, the nature of both kinds of material is different: 

the first one refers to the posts launched by the companies’ representatives, are mainly visual 

material. The second one refers to the comments and interactions, are supported on a text 

format compounded with words. For this reason, the applicable devices in every type of 

material must be different and adjustable to the nature of every format. Thus, the tools 

chosen to analyze the posts are going to be developed first and the ones employed to analyze 

the comments will be explained in a second place.  
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4.5.1. Posts 

 

The mainly visual character of the posts that Zara and H&M publish on their Facebook 

accounts requires an analysis through specific tools for visual communication. But at the 

same time, the material presents an ample variety of formats within the visual 

communication field, such as banners, videos or images. Also the themes represented in the 

sample are a varied issue (note that they are related to sustainable issues, where nature 

images are the main character; but also fashion photo albums or branding garments gifts11). 

Thus it is important to find general tools that can be applicable to the all the visual 

information. In this sense, visual semiotic choices, specific attributes and settings seem the 

most appropriated ones; but also modality as a tool that “can be applied to all forms of visual 

communication” (Machin & Mayr 2012, p 202). Conversely, tools for representing people, 

such as distance, angle, individualization or collectivization are not going to be applied. The 

reason is that although the sample includes material where people are represented (especially 

the pictures presented in the collection), the majority of the posts analyzed do not include 

people, but clothes, or nature elements in the case of the posts about sustainability. The idea 

is to find tools that can be applied to all posts. The reasons why these devices seem the most 

suitable are explained as follows: 

 

1. Visual semiotic choices. 

 

• Attributes. This tool focuses on the idea of how objects are represented and what 

ideas or values these objects transmit (Machin & Mayr, 2012). In the posts that 

two fashion companies, Zara and H&M, launch on their social media platforms, 

there are plenty of objects that can be analyzed: clothes, accessories, particular 

brands of make up, etcetera. These objects, depending on their attributes, can 

connote comfort, relaxation, trendiness, beauty, etc. Moreover, these objects 

might be placed in relation to other natural objects in posts about sustainability; 

there are natural elements, such as forests, the sea, the air, etcetera, whose 

attributes can connote the environment, ecology, ethics and the like.  The use of 

this association could be considered as being an attempt to show attributes that 

belong to the fashion field with attributes of nature, in order to make them seem 

                                                        
11 The Graphics Interchange Format (known by its acronym GIF) is a bitmap image format that supports up to 8 bits per pixel for each image, 

allowing a single image to reference its own palette of up to 256 different colors chosen from the 24-bit RGB color space. It is well-suited for 

simpler images such as graphics or logos with solid areas of color. https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/GIF 

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Raster_graphics
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image_file_formats
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/8-bit_color
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/24-bit_color
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to be in a perfect consonance with the decoders’ eyes. The posterior analysis 

promises to reveal more data about the objects’ attributes.   

   

• Settings. The settings where the objects appear are an important source of 

information too, because these can complement the values that the attributes 

connote. This tool is also fruitful to apply in the case study of this thesis because it 

connotes discourses and actions (Machin & Mayr 2012). For example, a video to 

present the Zara or H&M’s ‘Spring women’s collection’ can be set in Fifth Avenue 

in New York or in the middle of a desert in Arizona. The first setting connotes that 

the target of this collection is a woman with an urban lifestyle, who needs to wear 

formal clothes for her work in an office, but at the same time wishes to be 

comfortable for an informal ‘after work’ meeting. By contrast, the second setting 

connotes a completely different target, which might be a more adventurous and 

‘free spirit’ woman, where activities related with nature constitute the core of her 

lifestyle. On the other hand, taking a post about sustainability as an example, a 

banner whose slogan is set in the image of a green forest might connote the desire 

of the encoder/sender to preserve that environment. It would thus explain the 

support for a green campaign.  

 
2. Modality. Hodge and Kress (1997/1993) define modality as a feature of the language 

that unveils people’s degree of commitment. This feature can be applied to visual 

information through, for example the level of articulation of details in objects and 

settings, the degrees of real colours or the distance from the real world (Kress and van 

Leeuwen, 1996). In other words, modality explores how visual material represents 

reality. At the end, the ultimate goal of modality is not to reflect the reality in the most 

accurate way, but to symbolize it. Modality is clearly observable in materials such as 

fashion or healthy magazines, thus perfectly applicable in the case study of this thesis 

due to it constitutes the communicative material that Zara and H&M, fashion 

companies, report. Machin & Mayr (2012) mention different markers to evaluate 

modality:  

• Articulation of detail. For instance, in the videoclip of the campaign that H&M 

launched to celebrate the World Recycle Week, starring the famous singer MIA12, 

the dancers that appear next to her might have been diffused in order to foster the 

singer’s importance.  

• Articulation of the background. Taking the same example as in the previous 

marker, another way to promote the image of the singer is to soften the lines of 

                                                        
12 https://www.facebook.com/search/top/?q=MIA%20H%26M 
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the buildings placed around the stage where she is standing while doing the 

performance.  

• Depth articulation. Gifs are a good example of depth articulation and this 

manuscript already contains some. The graphical example of H&M given on page 

28 is a gif video no more than 15 seconds in length.  This video just shows 

sunglasses taken from a short-distanced shot, whose background is just and 

abstract screen that changes color. The sunglasses are not in a real context: Any 

people specifically situated in time or space wear them. The spatial and temporal 

dimensions have been completely lost in this video.  

• Articulation of tone. Dark or light tones, color or black and white connote 

certain values patterned and differentiated by their culture background. For 

instance, the first picture of the Zara’s post on page 28 is a black and white picture 

that may be attempting to connote how the old-fashioned style is the new trendy 

tendency. It can be found in Zara’s new collection.  

• Articulation of light and shades. This marker is also shaped by the patterns 

of every culture. For instance, in Western culture an excessive use of shades 

connotes pessimism whereas light images have the opposite effect. For example, 

the banner posted by Zara to support the Earth Hour initiative and also shown on 

page 27 presents a high degree of light. It might connote optimism and hope to 

“save the earth”, thanks to the participation in green initiatives.  

 
 

4.5.2. Comments  
 
The second type of the material that constitutes the case study for this research are the 

comments that users of Zara and H&M’s Facebook accounts write on the posts that the 

companies publish. The format of these posts are basically words, which means that the tools 

needed to examine them must be adequate for written texts.  

           It is important to keep in mind that that these kinds of texts are usually very short and 

direct because they are written by the general audience instead of by professionals. It means 

they lack the linguistic complexity that hides deep connotations. Thus, too many CDA tools 

that unveil the meaning of these comments have not been found.  In order to analyze these 

types of texts, a basic tool has been chosen: lexical choices.  Moreover, the short nature of the 

text can also trigger mechanisms where the commenters ‘take for granted’ the meaning of 

their words. In these cases, presupposition would be a fruitful tool to apply. Same as it has 

been done with the tools to analyze the visual material, these tools for the texts are developed 

below as follows:  
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1. Lexical Choices. This tool works by asking the text producer for the type of word used 

and the reasons why certain words are used (Machin & Mayr 2012). The choice of 

specific terms instead of others unveils pivotal data about the motivated reasons of 

the commenter/user 13 . With the lexical choices, there are also two different 

mechanisms that are going to be taken into account if they are detected in the 

analysis. These are: 

• Overlexicalization. It could happen too that there is an abundance of particular 

words and/ or their synonyms. This lexical choice is called ‘overlexicalization’ and 

“gives a sense of over-persuasion and is normally evidence that something is 

problematic or of ideological contention” (Machin & Mayr 2012, p 37). An 

empirical application of overlexicalization would be found in the case study if, for 

instance, a user criticises a CSR-reported post by Zara which accuses the company 

of ‘greenwashing’ by calling it ‘cynical’, ‘liar’ and ‘dishonest’ several times.  

• Suppression. Conversely, the opposite to overlexicalization could be also 

present in the texts. It is called suppression and occurs when certain terms that 

are expected to be present, are absent (Machin & Mayr 2012). The idea of this tool 

is to reduce importance of certain facts or actors in the text.  One example of 

suppression can be found in one of the graphic examples posted on page 30. 

Looking at H&M’s example, the last commenter says when ‘she was a child, she 

was told all the bad things that would happen due to climate change’. In this case 

the commenter avoids mentioning who told her that fact.  

 

2. Presupposition. This tool, in Fairclough’s (1995) words is considered as the ‘pre-

constructed elements of the text, in the sense that it refers to the meanings that are 

assumed as given in a text. Presupposition rests on the idea that language “is 

continuously used to foreground certain things and to silence others” (Machin & Mayr 

2012, p 153). That ‘taken for granted’ sense comes is given by ideas and ideologies that 

operate within a framework of certain cultures (Machin & Mayr 2012). Thus, 

presupposition is the result of an unconscious and ideological internal processes.  It is 

important to take this device into account because many users might utilize it when 

commenting. A clear example of presupposition is found it Zara’s screenshot about 

commenting (see p. 30). The two users leave short messages that ask the company 

who made their clothes with the ‘hashtag’ 14  #Whomademyclothes attached. This 

                                                        
13 At this point of the study, the users will be also called commenters because their activity commenting in Facebook is going to start to be 

analyzed. 

14 On social media websites, a word or phrase preceded by a hash mark (#), used within a message to identify a keyword or topic of interest and 

facilitate a search for it (www.dictionary.com).  

http://www.dictionary.com/
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hashtag corresponds to an initiative leaded by the non-profitable ecologist 

organizations 1MillionWomen and Fashion Revolution in memory to the victims of 

the Rana Plaza collapse whose third anniversary coincides with the World Recycle 

Week celebration. In this campaign, the associations encouraged customers all over 

the world to ask to big retail brands for the supply chain of their production and how 

can they prove their fair practices 15 in sustainability issues. In both commenting 

cases, the users presuppose that the company knows about this initiative and for this 

reason, they omit any kind of explanation about it   

The analysis of the posts and the comments on it are going to be carried out in a 

systematic way: firstly, the post is analyzed by using the visual tools explained above and 

immediately after, the comment related is examined by using the text tools, also 

mentioned in the previous section. This system will facilitate the visualization of the 

communicative process between the encoders and the decoders as a whole and 

subsequently, the answers that respond to the research questions will be extracted more 

easily. Moreover, every post as well as the comments on it is going to be called ‘unit of 

analysis’. Hence, every unit compounded by a post and its comment related to it will be 

examined according to a chronological order: from the oldest one posted in March 2016 

to the most current one posted in April 2016. To sum up, the sample that is going to be 

analyzed is set as follows: 

 

 

 ZARA H&M TOTAL 

POSTS 6 6 12 

COMMENTS 6 6 12 

 UNITS 

1 post + 1 comment 

6 6 12 

 

6. Analysis / Presentation of results  
 
The analysis presents some results that are going to be organized separately by companies. 

First off, the results obtained from the analysis of Zara’s account are presented and secondly 

H&M’s results are shown.  

 
                                                                                                                                                                             
 
15 http://www.1millionwomen.com.au/blog/why-you-should-ask-whomademyclothes/   http://fashionrevolution.org  

 

http://www.1millionwomen.com.au/blog/why-you-should-ask-whomademyclothes/
http://fashionrevolution.org/
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6.1. Zara 
 
The first unit of analysis is the banner that Zara posts in support of the Earth Hour initiative 

and is reproduced in this manuscript on p. 27. “Change for climate”, is the slogan of the 

banner and it is short and simple in attributes: Just one appears, which are green leafs in the 

background. The settings are abstract and characterized by very low articulation of detail due 

to it is just compounded by a blank disseminated background and a depth articulation 

completely absent. Conversely, high detailed articulation is observed on leafs and slogan’s 

letters. The point is to focus attention on the attribute, to claim the importance of nature. 

Light articulation (the banner is in general very bright) in order to transmit a message of 

positivity and hope to save the earth thanks to initiatives like this one. This post has the clear 

intention of presenting Zara as a company that really cares environmental issues.  

This post obtains a comment upon (with no reply from the company or any other 

users), literally reproduced as follows: “What a joke, fucking billionaire company. I think if 

you close for 24 hrs is a better signal, what change for one hour? Ridiculous”. Here there is an 

overlexicalization of reluctant and distrustful adjectives towards the company’s initiative 

though the use of the terms ‘joke’ and ‘ridiculous’. The user wants to stress his 

disappointment with this initiative through the use of the word ‘fucking’. Presupposition of 

Zara’s economic position through the use of the adjective ‘billionaire’ and then the company 

can afford without notable negative economic consequences something else than just switch 

on the windows lights for one hour. This user is clearly challenging the power’s company 

when it reports its CSR activities showing a completely oppositional position to the message 

that Zara launches.  

 

The second unit of analysis is compounded by eight pictures that Zara launches to present its 

‘denim collection’16. In order to apply the CDA tools properly, the analysis in this case is 
                                                        

16    
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adjusted to just the banner used as the front page of the album. The banner shows the slogan 

“I am Denim” in black letters and a close-up picture of a smiling girl in the background. The 

attributes stressed here are colourful make up, especially the eyeshade, and the denim jacket 

that the girl wears over a white t-shirt. This look connotes the casual and relaxed style 

associated with youth and happiness which the company attempts to transmit to its target 

audience through its clothing. The setting is completely abstract, compounded by a 

completely white background with the intention to attract all the attention on the girl. The 

articulate detail given to the girl is very low in opposition to the light, which is very bright in 

order to emphasize positivism and happiness.  

The chosen comment on this post seems completely unconnected to the post’s theme 

and is quoted here as follows: “What do you want to say about this ZARA. It seems like 

ZARA store managers never seen long and thick hair”. The commenter accompanies this text 

with a link17 to what she refers to: It is a press article that denounces a discrimination case 

towards a worker in a Zara store in Toronto due to her hairstyle. As Combs & Holladay (2012) 

state, sustainability entails a certain degree of environmental responsibility by the companies 

with their business practices but also social responsibility. This commenter clearly denounces 

a case of discrimination and she, therefore, intends to accuse the company of lack of social 

responsibility. The presence of overlexicalization of the word ‘Zara’ in capital letters intends 

to emphasize the implication and responsibility of the company. On the other hand, the 

choice of the verb ‘want’ presupposes that the company will reply and at same time it 

challenges it to do so, to justify its actions. The same effect is caused by the verb ‘seems’ with 

the intention to provoke some kind of uncertainty about a bad action that might force an 

explanation. The user clearly seeks a discussion with the company and she is successful 

because Zara responds to her comment, giving some explanation about the matter. It means 

that the user/receiver shows a kind of resistance to the institutional power that Zara tries to 

exercise over the audience -users in this case- and finds in CSR issues a way to do it.  

 

There is a graphic example on p. 28 of the next post and a comment that are analyzed on the 

following lines. The post is a collection of four pictures. Same as in the first post, just the first 

picture, which is utilized as the front page of the album and is the most visible in the post, 

will be examined. This picture is in black and white and shows a young woman walking down 

a street of what seems to be a big city. The black blazer that she wears stands out in an 

attempt to attract the attention of the viewer. This garment is the typical uniform that office 

workers wear. Modality devices have been used to highlight the jacket, such as to raise the 

shape and light effects on it in order to show it in detail and to lower the woman’s face 

                                                                                                                                                                             
 
17  http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ballah-zara-discrimination-hairstyle-1.3527977?cmp=fbtl 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ballah-zara-discrimination-hairstyle-1.3527977?cmp=fbtl
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attributes. The use of black and white is a very useful tool to stress the jacket because it 

reduces the color range and therefore the immediate effect is the highlighted dark colors 

contrasted with the light ones. The setting as mentioned above represents what seems city 

streetscape. However, the shape of the buildings, cars and other pedestrians have been 

diffused enough to provide information about the space but to keep the black blazer as the 

center of focus. These features altogether connote the intention of the company to promote a 

clothing collection whose target audience is the working woman, resident in a big city who 

needs formal clothes for her job, but also ones that are comfortable enough to allow her to 

move freely along the street.  

The comment that this post obtains immediately above is also visible in the example on 

p. 28 and is examined as follows. In this example, the user does not decode the meaning of 

the post in line on how it has been encoded. The commenter formulates three different 

questions and all of them contain words as ‘workers’, ‘rights’, ‘work’ or ‘wage’. This 

overlexicalization connotes an overemphasis in the field of working rights, thus a special 

interest of the user in these issues. Also, words of ‘what kind of’, ‘how’ or ‘Do the’ 

accompanied by question marks connote that the user openly asks the company, so her clear 

intention is to get an answer from the company and she achieves this purpose. In this case, 

the company also responds by explaining how the working supply chain works and attaching 

a link to its web site where complete information about this matter can be found. Same as the 

previous case, the commenter challenges the company’s power by becoming the dominant 

actor in the communicative process.  

 

To present the summer collection for babies, Zara posts a picture of a little boy accompanied 

by a short slogan in black letters. The kid is taken from a short shot and his face appears to 

have been lit up, so that his features are visible in detail. He laughs showing his misplaced 

milk teeth and his messy, light-blond, long hair matches with the color of the t-shirt he wears. 

Conversely, the rest of elements are gradually diffused from his t-shit to the background. The 

latter timidly shows palm leaves and the sea connoting summer time. The diffuseness of his t-

shirt is especially relevant in the case of a fashion company, as is this case, because it unveils 

a new company’s promoting strategy that the previous example (the black blazer one) does 

not contain: the joy, affection and tenderness that the child´s facial features connote over the 

clothing. In other words, clothes for children where the really important issues are the 

children more than clothes. This ‘practical sense’ constitutes a formula to target kids, a public 

generally not usually interested in clothes.  

This post obtains a fruitful comment reproduced as follows: “So this is ok but braids 

aren't??? Smh stop being so disgusting Zara. You should be ashamed”. Presupposition has a 

clear presence in this comment.  The commenter in the first sentence assumes the meaning of 
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the ‘braids’ she refers to is perfectly understandable, so he/she omits further explanations. 

However, in order to understand it, it is necessary to go back towards the context where Zara 

has been involved. It is the case of the store worker forced by the manager to take her braids 

off (second case analyzed in this paper). So, the first sentence connotes an indirect accusation 

of racism towards the company which picks blond children for its campaigns and rejects the 

workers who wear certain hairstyles, based on their culture or race. The commenter shows a 

high degree of disappointment, unveiled by the choice of strongly emotional adjectives as 

lexical choices, such as ‘disgusting’ and ‘ashamed’. Thus, it is correct to say that the user 

shows a clear opposition to the message that the company pretended when it encoded it.  

 

In order to present a new collection where the floral print is the main feature, Zara posts a 

GIF on its Facebook wall. The video lasts barely 12 seconds and reproduces quick sequences 

of pictures of different girls wearing this collection. Due to the speed, it is not possible to 

perceive attributes in detail, just the bright and colorful floral print of the garments remains 

perceivable to the retina and due to its brightness, remains for a only short time there. The 

setting is completely abstract, just an intense yellow static background that connotes joy and 

matches with the images in motion. The aim pursued by the company with this video seems 

to be focused on highlighting the bright, intense and fresh properties of the clothes, as 

positive attributes in accordance to the season (spring connotes flowers and this GIF is 

posted in April).  

The comment chosen as a sample for this post can be found in the comments example 

offered on page 30. It is the second comment that the screenshot shows therefore, it is not 

going to be quoted again here. Taking lexical choices into account, the use of terms such as ‘I 

want’ twice is an overlexicalization that emphasizes the demanding and determined attitude 

of the user. On the other hand, there are a case of suppression and presupposition coming 

together in the same sentence: When the commenter says ‘I want to thank those who made 

my clothes’ and attaches the hashtag #whomademyclothes, she presupposes the company 

knows what this initiative of asking ‘Who made my clothes’ means, thus she does not add any 

explanation to it. She also suppresses the name of ‘those’ who made her clothes even though 

she knows it already: she refers to the manufacturers who produce clothing in sustainable 

ways and their names can be found on the official web sites of different environmental 

NGOs18. The communicative strategy of this comment also obtains the pursued result, which 

is aimed at getting the company’s response. The commenter/receiver does not decode the 

encoded message of the post about how the company regarding its encoding, but also 

formulates a new message that the company decodes as the user sees fit. This case constitutes 

                                                        
18 http://www.thegoodtrade.com/features/fair-trade-clothing 
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another example where the traditional institutional power of the companies gets challenged 

by the audience.  

 

The last post analyzed from Zara’s Facebook wall refers to another Spring collection shown 

through a picture of three completely different physical appearance women who wear three 

completely different outfits too. However, what they have in common the garment’s flower 

print. Once again, clothes are the main object in this image whose most highlighted attribute 

is the variety of flower prints compounding an outfit in an attempt to set a new trend.  This 

connotes the originality that rests in the possibility of matching pieces with different prints. 

Moreover, the portrayal of three different women wearing this type of clothing connotes ‘no 

risk’ of failing because this ‘a priori complicated matching’ suits to all kinds of women. In 

other words, the picture intends to persuade the viewer about the possibilities and 

accessibility that the flower print offers. The setting in this picture is also pivotal because it 

suggests living space, probably a living room, because the three women are seated on a 

flower-printed sofa, which goes hand in hand with the flower print idea. Regarding the 

modality, it is very detailed in the aforementioned objects: the clothes and the sofa; and tends 

to be more diffused detailing and lighting on the faces and bodies of the models: in this case, 

just the skin tone, physique and hairstyle are clearly perceivable. On the other hand, the 

background is framed in a certain degree of deep articulation, through an out of focus 

strategy where a barely perceived wooden floor suggests an indoor environment. Moreover, 

and excessive presence of light and total absence of shadow suggest transparency and 

positive mood. Just the clothes and the sofa seem to preserve their original tone in an 

attempt to highlight them in a realistic way from the rest of the abstract sense that the image 

shows. Zara manages with this post to highlight the flower print as the main attribute of its 

collection with the ultimate goal is of turning this collection into a best seller. 

However, once again the company receives a critical response from one of the 

commenters that is not related to the message encoded but with sustainability instead. The 

user writes in Spanish the following comment: “The only congratulation that Amancio 

Ortega19 misses, comes from the SLAVES that he has all around the world. A long drawn out 

death to Zara”.  Firstly, this comment shows presupposition on two occasions: the first one 

relates to the congratulations that Amancio Ortega received. The commenter refers to 

the magnate´s 80th birthday, celebrated just a few days before and promoted through a video 

that was published in almost all mainstream Spanish media outlets. The second one occurs 

when the commenter writes the name of Amancio Ortega without explaining who is he. In 

both cases, he presupposes the company and other readers will know who Amancio Ortega is 

and since he celebrated his birthday recently he doesn’t include any explanation on his 
                                                        
19 Owner of Zara 
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comment.   On the other hand, the lexical choices that the commenter uses denote a certain 

emotional mood. For example, he calls the Zara workers slaves in capital letters to 

emphasize the idea the company exploits its workers. Also, he finishes by wishing Zara a 

‘long drawn out death’. The use of the adjective ‘long’ to accompany ‘death’ stresses the 

bad wishes desired for the company and both denote deep negative feelings.  

In this case too, the commenter doesn’t decode Zara’s post as the company would have 

expected regarding the way how it encodes the message, but he does take advantage of the 

post to comment his impressions about CSR themes. This fact happens quite often in Zara’s 

units and can be understood as the users are willing to tackle sustainability issues to 

challenge the power that the company intends to exercise.  

  

6.2. H&M 
 

H&M’s Facebook wall presents a notable difference compared to Zara because the comments 

related to sustainability as a response to posts not related to this theme are not that 

abundant. It complicated the selection of the sample. However, a fruitful one has been found 

under a video that the company launched to promote one of its collections. This audiovisual 

piece lasts one minute and reproduces two simultaneous scenes and the activities of two 

different women each with totally different physical characteristics. The video stresses two 

different features: the women’s appearance through various attributes and the settings. The 

first one is represented through an ample variety of different outfits: every third scene they 

change their outfit, although the make up remains the same. However, all clothes seem to 

follow the same pattern: colorful, casual and relaxed outfits that connote summer, freedom 

and comfort. But as important as these attributes are the settings, whose analysis needs to be 

tackled at this point in order to understand the meaning that video connotes as a whole. As 

mentioned, the video is compounded by two simultaneous scenes where the women are in 

continuous motion in different places of what seems the same city. It is revealed because a 

certain setting shown in the scene of one of the women is repeated later as the setting in the 

scene of the other one. The use of a high degree of modality also unveils important data about 

the setting. For example, certain objects like buildings, stands and streets are shaped in detail 

in order to hint what type of city it is. Colonial buildings, messy streets plenty of people 

enjoying themselves, laughing loud and interacting and sunlight filtering through green trees 

connote a city in a warm non-western country. Conversely, diffused lighting effects have been 

used to represent people. But the degree of diffusion is low enough to perceive that they are 

black. So, probably a city in Africa or Cuba constitutes the setting for this video. This data is 

important because the setting is in accordance with the ‘joyful spirit’ that the women’s image 

transmits. All these features can be interpreted as H&M has launched a post to promote 
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between the social media users a summer collection that rests on the idea of clothes that suits 

all types of women, regardless of their physical features but created to wear for fun, relaxing, 

thus for free time.  

One of the comments that these posts receives is quoted as follows: “While Caitlyn 

Jenner is working with h&m I won't enter the store! She actively supports an anti lgbtq party 

and does not support marriage equality.. Not a very good choice!”. Presupposition is obvious 

in this comment since the user takes for granted the company and the rest of the users know 

who Caitlyn Jenner is and what kind of a professional relationship links her to H&M. She just 

explains the reason why she has decided to get rid of H&M as a customer.  Also, the use of the 

verb ‘I won’t enter the...’ instead of choosing another one that expresses some degree of 

doubt, sounds determined and connotes an immovable and unchangeable opinion by the 

user. This kind of attitude is usually motivated by intense emotions; disappointment in this 

case. Keeping in mind Hall’s (1980) theory, the communicative process of this case lacks 

correspondence between the encoding and the decoding process because the user completely 

decodes the message out of the parameters settled in the encoding process. As it occurred in 

another Zara case (see the second, third and fifth cases), previously analyzed, a post encoding 

with clear marketing intentions receives a response unrelated to this issue, but related to 

Corporate Social Responsibility matters instead.  

 

Due to the World Recycle Week, H&M leaded an initiative to collect unused garments. This 

initiative has been promoted in social media too under the hashtag #WorldRecycleWeek. As 

mentioned in the methodological part. The company published six posts on the English 

version of its Facebook account. Two of them were banners and are going to be taken 

intoaccount in this analytical part. The first published one 20 (following in chronological 

order) highlights the slogan that opens the campaign in white letters on a completely green 

                                                        

20  
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background and H&M’s logo on the lower right-hand corner. The objects on this banner 

constitute at the same time the settings because these are ‘portions’ of different natural 

elements: a forest, the sea in two different statements -turbulent provoking big waves and a 

calm and starry night sky. These objects are articulated in detail in order to make the 

attributes that connote with them, visible. For example the forest is perceived as a lush space, 

full of leafy trees; the water of the sea looks clean and clear and the sky is completely 

cloudless and clean enough to make every star and even the northern lights perceivable. 

These elements, shown is this way, connote pureness, strength and vitality. On the other 

hand, the setting is made up of an abstract background in green. The purpose seems to be to 

stress the nature and its elements in its purest state, free of human influence. Moreover, 

modality plays an important role to increase that feeling. For example, the intense green that 

covers the whole banner connotes the nature’s relevance over any other element; in fact, it is 

remarkable that any object related to fashion appears. The bright tone of green connotes 

positivism and hope and its tone is modified on the ‘portions of nature elements described 

above in an attempt to stress them. This banner encodes a message, which  intends to 

highlight the benefits that nature provides and therewith the necessity to preserve it. And a 

way to preserve something, according to H&M is to take actions, like for example, the 

initiative that the company leads.  

            One of the comments that this post obtains is quoted a follows to be examined: “You 

run a campaign in the name of saving the planet, but you consistently keep the main entrance 

of your Orchard Building outlet open, effectively overworking the air-con and wasting 

tremendous amounts of electricity. Very environmentally friendly indeed! Well done  H&M        !¨. 

There are some words in this comment purposely chosen to highlight quantity, related in this 

case to energy wasting.  ‘Overworking’, and ‘tremendous’ are strong adjectives, used in 

this text to emphasize an amount that is over the needed one. In this sense, the commenter 

also chooses the verb ‘waste’ when she could have chosen spend instead. He intends to 

highlight how negative is for the environment the overuse of electricity. On the other hand, 

presupposition is also found in this example. The commenter refers to a specific store, the 

one placed in ‘Orchard Building’, assuming the company, which has stores all over the world, 

will know which one it is. The spatial patterns of the commenter have surfaced from the 

subconscious and been utilized in this text as a tool to argue his oppositional position to the 

message that the company has encoded.  This case is another clear example of how the power 

of the traditional dominant actor, H&M here, is challenged thanks to the facilities for 

dialogical communication processes provided by social media.                                

 

The second material to be examined from the H&M’s sample is another banner. This one has 

also been used to illustrate Zara and H&M’s CSR reporting and is posted on p. 27 in this 

https://www.facebook.com/hmsverige/?hc_location=ufi
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manuscript. Similarly to the previous banner, nature becomes the exclusive object and 

setting. In this example nature is represented by the sea when beats the rocks and the 

mountains raised on the horizon. Also in this example modality provides important 

information. For instance, the light tone of blue emphasizes the pureness of the nature and 

the bright tone of orange on the horizon with the blue of the sky symbolizes the sunrise and 

connotes hope. A diffusing grading effect is used from the first shot to the background with 

the intention of highlighting the elements placed in the first shot: the sea. It shows a clear 

intention to transmit the richness of the sea as a positive value just available if the 

environment is taken care of. Once again, the fashion company gets rid of any image that 

represents its activities in order to focus the attention on the nature in an intention of 

disassociating it from its business activities and then to promote an image of ‘real 

compromise’ with the environment.  

As previous cases have shown, this CSR post also obtains reluctant comments. A user 

wrote the following message beneath it: “What about joining the Slow Fashion movement 

instead of creating trillion garments each year and trends every three months?? 

 #Fash_Rev       21 ”. Once again, presupposition is presented in a certain way this text: the 

commenter takes for granted the company knows what the ‘Slow Fashion Movement’ is and 

omits any explanation of it. It is true that the hashtag that she attaches, redirects to other 

contents on Facebook where the term has been also used, but it doesn’t necessarily mean the 

term will be explained. Also, there is a clear intention to emphasize the damages that the high 

volume of production in fast fashion causes. This is through the use of the term ‘trillions’. 

The commenter doesn’t really know the amount, but she just wants to highlight there is a lot. 

The use of ‘What’ and questions markers denotes that she asks the company and connotes 

that she expects an answer. Contrary to the Zara cases, on this occasion the response doesn’t 

come. However, the commenter challenges H&M’s power by encouraging a dialogical 

communication process with it.                                  

 

The following analysis is performed on a post that has been utilized as an example on 

previous pages (see p. 27). It is a GIF of barely 10 seconds in length created to promote one of 

H&M’s accessories: sunglasses. The only object is the pair of sunglasses, whose futurist 

attributes with transparent frame and mirror effect pretend to attract the attention of the 

viewer. In fact, the entire video just shows the sunglasses in a static position and the only 

feature in motion is the setting. The latter is just an abstract background with no degree of 

depth. It is compounded by different light colors, pastel tones that are changing 

                                                        
21 #fast_rev is the hastag of  a campaign launched on line every year by the movement Fashion Revolution whose purpose is to recognize and 

praise the work of designers and brands who produce fashion in a sustainable way and criticize those that don’t do it.  

https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/fash_rev?hc_location=ufi 

https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/fash_rev?hc_location=ufi
https://www.facebook.com/hashtag/fash_rev?hc_location=ufi
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progressively. These changes are reflected on the glasses, triggering an even more futurist 

effect. Through this post, the company intends to highlight the properties of one of its 

products and shows it as fashionable and trendy.   

           However, its intentions don’t seem to be effective for the user whose comment is 

analyzed here. The graphic example on p. 27 also shows this. The text hides a highly 

emotional burden, connoted by the use of impacting lexical terms as ‘murderer’, ‘exploiting, 

‘shame’ and ‘suffocated’. Moreover, the commenter uses the three words ‘women’, ‘men’ and 

‘children’ instead of generalizing by using ‘people’ as the victims of the companies’ actions for 

example with the intention to humanize them a bit more and then to increase the emotional 

impact of his message.  The choice of these words connotes clear intentions to criminalize the 

company, highlighting special seriousness on the effects that its practices caused. However he 

does not explain which are the activities neither their effects. This mechanism can be 

understood as a suppression of certain information, by presupposing H&M and other users 

know what the practices are and which effect they have. This sample constitutes another 

example of how certain messages are decoded by the receiver in a way completely 

unconnected to the parameters by which has been encoded by the producer. This situation 

has occurred in several previous examples analyzed, where posts related to fashion themes 

receive comments related to sustainability expressed in critical terms.  

 

The 20th of April -in the middle of the World Recycle Week- H&M posts on its wall a video to 

explain what they do with the clothes they collect during their #WorldRecycleWeek 

campaign. The video shows in a very neutral, objective and technical way the whole recycling 

process, from the company receiving the clothes to the final step of donating it to second 

hand stores or the transformation process into new recycled garments, into insulating 

material or into new energy resources. Attributes and setting play an important role in the 

video in order to highlight the properties of the clothes’ fabrics and the factories where the 

garments are processed respectively. Clothes are the main object in the video, whose 

attributes focus on composition in order to denote natural fiber which is perfectly 

compostable and recyclable. The video also shows the final step where the unused garments 

are transformed into other products; and fabrics are shown as useful new material, ready to 

be used for a variety of different functions. Cleanliness, utility and effectiveness are the 

attributes transmitted through the representation of the clothing during its whole 

transformation process. These attributes can be applied to the different settings where the 

transformation process occurs: Firstly, the containers located in all the H&M’s stores where 

unused clothing can be deposited; secondly, a warehouse where the garments are perfectly 

organized and stored; thirdly, a factory where workers carefully select and classify the 

garments according to their different destinations; and lastly, several scenes that show how 
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the machines adapt the old clothing for different purposes. All the scenes transmit 

cleanliness, seriousness and professionalism during the whole process. In order to denote 

these attributes, multimodality is highly used in the video. For example, detailed articulation 

is used on the clothes to highlight the fibers, on the machines in charge to transform the 

garments and accurately show how the process and highlight the hands of the workers who 

manipulate the clothing. This tool is used too to show the final product obtained, such as a 

skirt made with the textile of recycled garments, a car seat whose insulating composition is 

supposed to come from the old H&M clothes or tiny bits of dust generated during the 

transformation process in the fabric and that is also utilized as a new energy source. 

Conversely, background articulation is used to diffuse the context in order to highlight 

objects and setting. For example, during the transformation process, machines are shown in 

detail, but the factory is shown blurry shot or the scene that shows the workers sorting 

garments, shows their hands and the garments in detail, but the faces and bodies are 

completely diffused. Moreover, tone articulation is pivotal in this unit because the video is a 

black and white piece in order to soften and simplify the show of the technical transformation 

process, which would seem too intense otherwise and could tire the viewer. The purpose of 

the company´s posting this video is to transmit reliability in order to encourage customers to 

collaborate by bringing their unused clothes to the store. 

However, regarding the comment examined here, H&M does not seem to be successful 

with its aim. The commenter briefly asks the company “And what about the human rights?” 

and attaches the hashtag #brokenpromises22 together with a link that redirects the viewer to 

the website of the leading organization’s initiative23. As it occurred in previous Zara case, the 

lexical choices clearly demand a response from the company. The term ‘what’ and the 

question mark are a proven example. Moreover, the sentence begins with the term ‘and’, 

implying there is something else which has previously been referred to (the recycling process 

leaded by the company) but not mentioned here. This suppression intends to focus the 

attention on another issues related to CSR, it is the social character embedded out respect of 

workers’ rights. Moreover, the use of the hashtag #brokenpromises without explaining 

what it refers to presupposes the company will understand its meaning, especially when one 

considers the link attached an explanation. Unlike the company’s post, the comment´s 

communicative purposes are successful and obtain answers from the company explaining the 

steps imposed to prevent the fire in the factories. Once again, this case proves how a receiver 

chooses to decode the message in line with its encoding, but also formulates a new message 

                                                        
22 #brokenpromises is an online initiative fostered by several NGO’s and destined to denounce the lack of security  in the suppliers’ factories 

despites the company compromised itself to guarantee it after the Rana plaza tragedy occurred. http://www.hmbrokenpromises.com  

 

23 http://www.ethique-sur-etiquette.org/-Accords-Bangladesh-H-M-doit-tenir-ses-engagements-132- 

http://www.hmbrokenpromises.com/
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that the company decodes as it was pretended by the user. This case is another example that 

illustrates how the institutional power – and traditionally dominant actor - gets challenged 

by the users.  

 

The last post examined in this research is an extract of the promotional campaign’s video 

starring by M.I.A. Through barely 15 seconds, this piece sums up the three minutes long 

video clip by offering several fast-pace sequences of anonymous people dancing in different 

natural landscapes of the world. It includes scenes of M.I.A’s performance in at least three 

kinds of environments and one of these closes the video. Hence, although attributes 

contribute to transmit certain values, settings play a more pivotal role in this post. In 

addition, modality contributes to highlight these natural settings and to give them 

importance with the general purpose of stressing the benefits of the harmonious relationship 

between humans and nature. For example, the first sequence portrays a group of men 

dancing on what seems to be a desolate beach. The video plays especially with the detail 

articulation to diffuse attributes, like the people’s physical details to just show shapes and 

general features. Conversely, a well-shaped articulated background is used to show a dessert 

beach and thanks to depth articulation, a beautiful sunset moment reflected on the clean sea 

is perceivable. Light and shades are essential to contrast the setting with the people’s 

attributes: even though the sunset means darkness, the sea, the sky, the low sun and the sand 

look clear and light meanwhile the people remain completely dark. The second scene shows 

M.I.A. dressed up with a tribal outfit dancing in the middle of a circular tent camp built 

between the skyscrapers of what seems like a Western city. Background and detailed 

articulation have been used to diffuse the city and highlight the colorful tents, and depth 

articulation aligned to a light tone indicates that the singer is dancing on sunny day.  Since 

then, the scenes are followed by high paced music, so their details are more difficult to 

perceive. However, they are perceivable enough to capture people’s attributes such as the sex, 

skin and hair color. But once again, more detailed attributes are diffused on contrasting 

settings. The latter can be clearly caught thanks to articulation in depth, like the one used for 

example to portray three dancers dancing in an urban park in the night, where green leafy 

trees are perfectly perceivable despite the night darkness. Background articulation and 

articulation of light and shade are the tools used in the next scene to portray the contrast 

between the natural and the modified world, but also the harmonious coexistence that can 

exist between them. The scene shows the figure of a man who dances under the arch of a 

mosque with the sea as a background. It seems to be filmed from inside the building so, while 

the man and what surrounds him remains completely dark, the powerful sun light filters 

from outside and plays around the complex architecture of the arch to show its rich details. 

The immense, blue and quiet sea that is perceived through the arch is another example of the 
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contrast that exists between the brightness outside and the darkness inside the building. The 

general purpose of this scene is to highlight the beauty that can be found in both nature and 

the artificial world and how they can complement rather than compete against each other. 

The following scenes follow similar patterns: a man dancing inside a vintage coffee shop in 

New York, a young woman dancing under the rain in the garden of a villa placed in the 

suburb of a big city and to close the video, M.I.A appears once again, this time performing on 

the roof of a skyscraper during a beautiful sunset over the city. As mentioned above, the idea 

denoted in this piece is to highlight the pleasure of enjoying the natural elements as a part of 

the human-modified life and in order to succeed, nature must be taken care of. In other 

words, wwith this post H&M show its support of the environment and sustainability.   

 However, once again, most of the commenters choose to decode the video’s message in 

an oppositional way, even although the connotations can be perceived in accordance with the 

denotations transmitted. The most controversial comment says literally: “H&M doesn't give a 

shit about the planet or the workers in the Global South whom it exploits. Buying into fast 

fashion trends is killing our planet”. Certain lexical choices provide the message of strength 

and emotional burden. For example, the expression ‘doesn’t give a shit’ instead of using a 

softer one like for example ‘doesn’t care’, hardens the message’s meaning. The usage of the 

terms ‘exploits’ and ‘killing’ also stress this feeling and depict H&M as a company with 

dubious sustainability practices, thus it indirectly accuses it of greenwashing by leading this 

campaign. On the other hand, the expression ‘H&M doesn’t give a shit’ also denotes 

presupposition because the commenter presupposes with his affirmation that H&M is not 

interested in sustainable issues. The commenter has however no proof of this hypothesis (or 

at least he does not mention them in his comment). This lack of mention also means the use 

of suppression since the user avoids mentioning which reasons affect his opinion about 

H&M’s poor record of sustainability. Rejecting the posts about sustainability that companies 

launch by responding with oppositional comments is a pattern that occurs in this example 

and in most of the previously analyzed examples.  

 

6.3. Answering the research questions 

 
The analysis of twelve communicative process units (six for Zara and six for H&M) occurred 

in social media has provided some results that can be considered patterns because they are 

systematically repeated in every analyzed unit. These patters shed the insight to the thesis 

that can answer the research questions. Hence, it is convenient to answer the research 

questions after the analysis in order to set the insight obtained. They are responded below as 

follows: 

 



 

49 
 
 
 

1. What kind of themes attracts discussion to the Facebook comments? How these 

comments are discursively formulated on the platform?  

The performed analysis brings as a result that sustainability strongly attracts 

discussion to the Facebook arena. The posts that Zara and H&M launch in their 

Facebook accounts about sustainability trigger users’ comments generally 

oppositional because users reject the persuasive intentions that the companies try to 

transmit, it is to show themselves interested in sustainability and involved in 

supportive initiatives. Users just don’t believe in the companies’ actions related to 

sustainability and they express it via a comment in their Facebook accounts. 

Moreover, the tone used in the comments tends to be highly critical and emotional, an 

option of expression that is facilitated by the freedom that social media offers to all 

audience. As Castells (2013) states, every individual has the possibility in Internet to 

produce his/her own message taking advantage of the low barriers that 

communication has in this arena in comparison to the traditional media. On the other 

hand, the posts not related to sustainability also attract comments related to this 

issue. In this case, the commenters pursue a discussion about the most controversial 

issues that the companies face, it is sustainability. In this sense the commenters 

question the Zara and H&M’s ethics in their practices and denounce them taking the 

information appeared in other media as a basis (and usually, they add the link where 

that information appears). By trying different ways of provocation, the commenters 

look for an explanation coming straightaway from the companies or to initiate a 

debate with them or other users. This pattern in the communicative process proves 

that sustainability is still a subject ‘pending-to-be-reliable’ for the companies and 

once again, the audience do the most of the possibilities of freedom and lack of 

censorship that offer social media to show its distrustfulness.  

 

2. How do the companies react to their customers’ comments?  

The companies never respond to the comments that are clearly and strongly 

oppositional, taking the Hall’s (1980) classification into account. However, the 

situation changes when the commenters formulate specific questions with the 

purpose to amplify their information in order to construct their opinion about certain 

cases related to the sustainable practices that both companies lead. Zara and H&M 

also respond to the commenters that formulate uneasy questions related to on line 

environmental and social campaigns leaded to counteract what organizations and 

activists consider greenwashing practices. In other words and going back to the Hall’s 

(1980) theories, the two companies respond when they perceive the users’ position 

can be negotiated. Also to try to ‘clean’ their reputation, at risk to be damaged due to 
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the power and influence that organized environmental and social campaigns have on 

the audience. To sum up, when the companies feel their traditionally institutional 

power challenged, they react by responding the users.  

  
3. How do interactions in the companies’ social media occur and what role dialogue 

and interaction play for the development of discourses about sustainability? 

The posting activity of the companies’ representatives on Facebook and the comments 

obtained upon as a response, belong to a communicative process that entails an 

interaction between senders and receivers. This communicative structure breaks the 

traditional lineal structure already mentioned by Castells (2013): As soon as the 

traditional ‘passive’ actors (it is the receivers) respond to the posts, they also become 

senders in the communication process, even although this kind of participation is 

considered not active enough, according to Muntliga’s (2011) classification. 

Consequently, the dialogical communicative process has consequences related to 

power roles. The units analyzed has shown how the commenters use the freedom that 

the communicative process in social media offers to take the sender role in order to 

challenge the companies: they look for mechanisms to provoke the companies’ 

response such us asking controversial questions and referring specific cases where the 

companies’ sustainable actions have been questioned or even reported. They also look 

for the participation of other users in the communicative process as a way to gain 

allies and/or keep active the debate about sustainability. As Men & Tsai (2016) state, 

this dialogical communication also triggers the public engagement because it 

emphasizes the capacity of people to participate and connect each other (Page, 2016). 

The audience’s implication and interest challenges continuously the power that the 

companies have been performing traditionally as the dominant actors in the 

communicative process. Consequently, Zara and H&M succumb to the users’ 

provocations and broadly clarify their practices through responses to the comments in 

an attempt to use communication to turn their sustainable actions more reliable.  

 

 

7. Conclusion 
 
Social media constitute an important arena to divert the traditional lineal structures of the 

communicative process. The dialogical structure that they trigger instead, where the receiver 

has the opportunity to respond, has opened the role of ‘message producer’ to the receivers 

too. In this sense, the receivers make the most of this chance to challenge the unequal power 

relations in an attempt to transform them. Some scholars do not consider this way of 
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participation in the communicative process as a real active one, due to the audience don’t 

produce the initial message but their role is limited to react to the information usually 

produced by the traditionally institutional and dominant actors. On the other hand, the latter 

ones have found the ways to continue exercising their dominant role in the communicative 

process, after an initial adaptation period to this new media scenario. According to these 

theories, the effectiveness of the power that audience has acquired would remain still low and 

weak. However, this study shows how this new communicative structure affects the power 

roles because the producers react to the responses obtained by their message: they respond 

when their power gets challenged and succumb to the receivers’ provocations. Thus, the 

social media turn to a ‘power battle’ arena in terms of communication, where the traditional 

dominant actors (encoders/senders/producers of the informative product) try to keep the 

unequal power relations, whereas the dominated actors (receivers/decoders/ audience) 

revolt against them in an attempt to align them. This process is especially visible in the case 

study of this thesis because sustainability has traditionally been a source of controversy for 

Zara and H&M due to the ‘unsustainable’ nature that the production process of fast fashion 

implies, and fast fashion is the backbone of both companies’ business.  
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