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ABSTRACT 

During the economic crisis due to a virus called COVID-19, different countries were affected worldwide, and several micro 
and macro companies have been affected because they had to temporarily close their business platform or experience a 
decrease in their sales. The conflict has reached Mexico, causing a voluntary quarantine. Mexicans' perception of China 
has worsened because of the pandemic. International companies from China are affected by their operations. This store has 
a decrease in sales due to a bad perception of Chinese products by Mexicans.  This research embarked on quantitative 
methodology with descriptive statistics, correlation and ANOVA through SPSS version 26 to answer the arising research 
questions. The results show a mixed feeling of the buyers. Some customers wish to continue to patronize e-commerce while 
others wish to disassociate themselves with the e-commerce platform due to the stigma of the country of origin. This finding 
reveals that there is a tendency for the e-commerce platform to lose some of its customers. This study contributes to the 
literature of stigma theoretically and managerially. The managerial contribution will help SHEIN to regain their lost 
reputation and other companies that suffers from COVID-19 stigmatization. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

During the economic crisis due to a virus called COVID-19, different countries were affected worldwide, and 
several micro and macro companies have been affected because they had to temporarily close their business 
platform or experience a decrease in their sales. Such huge loss in revenue and decrease in profit margins since 
the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic have been widely reported across the globe (Carlsson-Szlezak  
et al. 2020; The Economist 2020; Ayittey et al. 2020; O’Sullivan 2020; Weller 2020). Surprisingly, studies 
conducted by Trautmann et al., (2016) had forecasted about 16.3 trillion U.S dollars economic loss worldwide 
between the period of 2010-2030 even before the emergence of havoc-recking COVID-19 pandemic. 

Today the world has been affected by this pandemic, which started in Wuhan, China. According to 
TrackCorona today (01.01.2021), there are 83,957,807 confirmed cases, 58,898,568 recovered and 1,829,048 
deaths. These account for 2.18% fatality rate and 70.15% recovery rate. The conflict has reached Mexico, 
causing a voluntary quarantine. Mexicans' perception of China has worsened because of the pandemic. 
International companies in China are affected by their operations. According to reports from the main  
e-commerce rankings, SHEIN is the third most preferred e-commerce company by Mexicans. This store has a 
decrease in sales due to a bad perception of Chinese products by Mexicans. 

COVID-19 is like a taproot that characterizes largeness, centrality with a domineering root which 
accommodates other roots laterally. Stigma is one of the offshoots of COVID-19, and it is a state of extreme 
disgrace or dishonor. It is a weapon of defense, anger, and fear. It is an effect of uncertainty and has ripple 
effects of tribalism, disassociation, and violence. According to UNICEF, “social stigma in the context of health 
is the negative association between a person or group of people who share certain characteristics and a specific 
disease,” COVID-19 source of stigma can be traced to the novelty of the disease, the fear of unknown and 
transferred aggression of the fear with others (UNICEF, 2020). 
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Stigma has become a global issue, and there are debates on stigmatization in different perspectives; for 
example, Andrade, (2020) dwells on medical conspiracy theories and emphasized the support of majorities 
Americans over the minorities of other races based on stigmatization issue. The author tends to say that the 
majority favor the government in response to stigmatization than the minority. Moufakkir (2015) also discussed 
the stigmatization of the tourists to the developed country and mentioned that the tourists are stigmatized by 
reckoning with their homeland. Estadilla (2020) accused the global government of having created a pandemic 
of stigmatization and discrimination. 

These earlier studies focused on the stigmatization of the COVID-19 patients, health workers, governments, 
and the highly risky countries of COVID-19. Despite the impact of these studies, we are yet to have a full 
understanding of how stigmatization affects the economic activities of e-commerce platforms. This study 
intends to shed light on unanswered questions of e-commerce stigmatization. The following research questions 
will proffer solution to the hanging issues of stigmatization. 1) What is the connection between COVID-19 and 
economic activities, and why is it essential to examine their curvilinear relationship? 2) How is COVID-19 
stigmatization affecting the economic activities of e-commerce, and how can they overcome the lingering 
situation? 

This research embarked on quantitative methodology with descriptive statistics, correlation and ANOVA 
through SPSS version 26 to answer these research questions. The results show a mixed feeling of the buyers. 
Some customers wish to continue to patronize e-commerce while others wish to disassociate themselves with 
the e-commerce platform due to the stigma of the country of origin. This finding reveals that there is a tendency 
for the e-commerce platform to lose some of its customers, and if loyal customers constitute the group that 
chooses to churn due to the stigmatization, it will have many consequences on the e-commerce chain. It will 
affect their revenue and their increasing customer’s loyalty. This study proceeds with the introduction, then 

switch to the discussion of important and relevant literature with a focus on Goffman’s Theory of Social 

Stigma. The third part discusses the methodology adopted for this study, while the fourth part presents and 
discusses the results. The next part explains the theoretical and managerial implications and finally discusses 
the study limitation and make some proposals for future study. 

1.1 Case Company Background 

The low-cost business model that serves as a point of attraction to the Mexicans, the fashion sector, being the 
third-largest e-commerce in Mexico, and the Chinese origin motivates the choice of this company. SHEIN is 
an intercontinental B2C fast fashion e-commerce platform in more than 220 countries. This e-commerce 
organization focused more on America, Australia, Europe, and the Middle East and opened its brand in 2008. 
The philosophy of SHEIN is that “everyone can enjoy the beauty of fashion” and its mission to provide trending 
styles offering for women and teens while men and the kids were not left out. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

A stigma may be defined as a deeply discredited characteristic that links an entity to an undesirable stereotype 
(Goffman, 1963). The entity can be a person or an organisation. As a construct, stigma often leads to social 
and economic inequality. In their work, Parker and Aggleton (2003) investigated ‘how stigma is used by 

individuals, communities and the state to produce and reproduce social inequality’. Several publications on 
stigma were targeted at individuals with health problems. For instance, Odindo and Mwanthi (2008) studied 
the role of organizations in mitigation of stigma and discrimination of HIV/AIDS victims. In the same vein, 
there are research articles on organisational stigma. Devers, Dewett, and Belsito (2005) combined stigma 
theory with the organizational reputation in their quest to understand the external factors cause and sustain 
organizational stigma. Tracey and Phillips (2016) examined a case of an organisation that was stigmatized due 
to its support for immigrants in the East of England. 

Many stigma studies are often situated in the context of ‘prejudice’. Allport (1954, p. 7) defines prejudice 
as an unfriendly attitude toward an entity which belongs to a particular category, simply because it belongs to 
that category, and is therefore presumed to have the unpleasant characteristics ascribed to the category”. In 
essence, stigmatized people or organisations are often ‘label’ based on certain ideologies or perceptions - and 
henceforth prejudices against. Studies have shown that organisational stigma has negative consequence on the 
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how consumers perceive its products (Correia de Barros, Duarte and Cruz, 2011) – and ultimately on product 
sales. Ahmad (2018) and Bashir et al. (2013) explored the online buying behavior of a group of undergraduate 
students, they found that some of the most important influencing factors were trust, firm reputation, and safety 
of the products.  

To demystify how stigma is propagated, Meisenbach (2010) suggested three maxims on the methodological 
approach to stigmatization. First, the stigmas are rationally structured referring to the impressions of  
non-stigmatized people and even those stigmatized. It thus provides information on the scope of stigmatization 
not only according to an identity but perceived exclusively by the stigmatized individual or the community. 
Second, stigmatized people are vulnerable because they are subject to dynamic exogenous factors and have 
strong consequences on stigmatized identity (Meisenbach, 2010). Thirdly, the stigmas are unique and therefore 
lead to a need to understand the categories of stigmas but also the level of stigma according to identities 
(Meisenbach, 2010). Taking inspiration from Pryor and Reeder (2011), we present a stigma framework for 
economic activities as illustrated in Figure 1. The model examines the interwovenness of structural stigma, 
public stigma, stigma by association and self-stigma as factors of consideration for organization dent reputation 
and organization response to COVID-19 stigma. SHEIN is an e-commerce company that originates from China 
starts from structural stigma and degenerate to public stigma and to stigma by association that affect the global 
of brand of SHEIN and diffuse to self-stigma of SHEIN workers. The four types of stigma have dented the 
reputation of SHEIN and it requires an urgent image laundry measures (Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1. Stigma Framework for Economic Activities 

3. METHODOLOGY FOR STIGMA STUDY 

The study used a quantitative method to seek e-commerce customers' opinion on stigmatization and how it 
affects online transactions during the COVID-19.  The study used convenience sampling and focused on 
University students. The choice for students is due to their online stability. Specifically, this study focused on 
Bachelor students with age brackets 15 to 25 due to their availability at the time of the data gathering and 
COVID-19 disruption. This student segment shares similar characteristics and interests in online shopping.  

Similarly, early researchers have used students' sample (Bartneck, Duenser, Moltchanova., and Zawieska, 
2015; Faqih and Jaradat, 2015; Stokes and Senkbeil, 2017; Olaleye, Salo, Sanusi and Okunoye, 2018). This 
student sample used is a combination of Gen Z and Millennials, and they are prone to digital tools. An online 
survey was conducted to unveil the customers' bad perception regarding SHEIN brand and their belief that the 
packages they order in SHEIN are infected with the virus, which is a little bit controversial. Considering the 
above misconstrues, this study utilized descriptive statistics and Likert scale questions to investigate the 
stigmatization of SHEIN brand and online relationship with its customers during COVID-19.  The study used 
SPSS ver. 26 to analyze the data with correlation, and ANOVA, data analysis techniques. 

3.1 Data Collection Procedure for Stigma Study 

The study designed 15 descriptive and Likert scale questions that captures the profile of SHEIN online 
customers and stigmatization thoughts such as gender, age, online purchases, affiliation with SHEIN and the 
impact of COVID-19 on SHEIN online store. 83 students of Universidad de las Americas Puebla, Mexico that 
are familiar with SHEIN online purchases participated in the study through online Google Form between 
January and April 2020. 
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3.2 Descriptive Statistics for Stigma Study 

Figure 2 shows the descriptive statistics for this study. 47 (57%) female students participated in the study and 
36 (43%) of male students. The study compared the participants gender and different age brackets. For age 
brackets 15 – 17, two male students and 1 female student participated. Regarding age brackets 18 – 21, 13 male 
students and 26 female students shown their opinion concerning online shopping stigmatization while age 
brackets 22 – 25 shows that 21 male students and 20 female students actively involved in the online stigma 
survey. Also, in Figure 3, 59 respondents indicate that they are aware that SHEIN origin is from China while 
24 respondents are ignorant of SHEIN origin. 
 

 
Figure 2. Gender vs Age Statistics 

 

Figure 3. SHEIN Background 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics and five Likert Scale 

Response Online 
purchased 

Shopping in 
SHEIN 

Response Online 
purchased per 
months 

How many clothing 
materials do you buy 
once from SHEIN 

Yes 98.8% 50.6% 1 time 39.8% 23.3% 
No 1.2% 49.4% 2-3 times 39.8% 46.5% 
 4-5 times 16.9% 27.9% 

+6 3.6% 2.3% 
People’s perception of SHEIN Brand 
Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

8.4% 10.8% 31.3% 20.5% 28.9% 
Will COVID-19 affect SHEIN sales in Mexico? 
8.4% 12% 22.9% 33.7% 22.9% 
Intention to stop shopping at SHEIN 
20.5% 12% 20.5% 15.7% 31.3% 

43%

57%

GENDER

Male Female

0 10 20 30

15 - 17

18 - 21

22 - 25

GENDER VS AGE

Female Male

59 24

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Did you know that SHEIN is a Chinese company?

Yes No
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Table 2. Correlation of Variables 

Variables SHEIN Perception SHEIN Clothes Like SHEIN Sales 
SHEIN perception can be 
affected by COVID-19. 

Pearson Correlation          1        
Sig. (2-tailed)          
N                                      83 

-.026 
.814 

83 

-.624** 
.000 

83 
Do you still like SHEIN 
clothes during COVID-19. 

Pearson Correlation     -.026 
Sig. (2-tailed)                .814 
N                                       83 

1 
 

83 

.049 

.659 
83 

SHEIN sales can be affected 
by COVID-19. 

Pearson Correlation  -.624** 
Sig. (2-tailed)                 .000 
N                                       83 

.049 

.659 
83 

1 
 

83 
Buyers can stop buying from 
SHEIN because of COVID-
19. 

Pearson Correlation      -.156 
Sig. (2-tailed)                 .159 
N                                        83 

-.344** 
.001 

83 

.036 

.750 
83 

4. RESULTS 

The beginning and the spread of Corona Virus from China has gone beyond political, social and religious 
issues. The impact of COVID-19 on China as a country has degenerates into stigmatization that is negatively 
affecting the economic situation of Chinese outlets globally. The Chinese companies now wear an outlook of 
virus and this stigma is affecting the Chinese company’s sales performance and the implication is huge in terms 

of financial loss. The responses of 83 respondents shows that 98.8% have purchased one product or the other 
online while only 1.2% did not have any online experience. There are different online platforms in Mexico and 
SHEIN is one of the popular online platforms because of its low-price strategy. Among the participants that 
have experienced online shopping, 50.6% belong to SHEIN while 49.4% pitched their tents with other online 
shopping platforms such as Ali Express, Amazon, Mercadolibre and Privalia. Regarding the frequency of 
online purchase, 39.8% purchased online monthly, 39.8% between 2 to 3 times, 16.9% between 4 to 5 times 
while 3.6% purchased more than 6 times. SHEIN specialize in selling different clothing materials and the 
respondents experience in purchasing clothing materials from SHEIN is as follows: 23.3% have purchased 
clothing materials for only 1 time, 46.5% for 2 to 3 times, 27.9% for 4 to 5 times and 2.3% for more than 6 
times. 

Concerning the participants responses to five Likert Scale questions, 49.4% have positive perception about 
SHEIN Brand, 19.2% have negative perception while 31.3% were neutral about SHEIN Brand perception in 
Mexico. Regarding question on how COVID-19 affect SHEIN sales in Mexico, 56.6% believed that  
COVID-19 affects the SHEIN sales in Mexico, 20.4% did not believe that COVID-19 affect SHEIN sales in 
Mexico, while 22.9% were neutral about the effect of COVID-19 on SHEIN sales. Concerning question about 
customers churning from SHEIN due to stigmatization, 47% shows their intention to stop shopping at SHEIN, 
32.5% wish to continue despite the stigma while 20.5% were neutral about their decision stop or continue. 

The study carried out a correlation analysis between four variables regarding the SHEIN perception 
regarding COVID-19, SHEIN clothes likeness, drop in SHEIN sales due to the COVID-19 perception and 
intention to stop shopping at SHEIN online store. The results show a moderate correlation (Pokrzywinski,  
et al. 2020) between SHEIN perception of COVID-19 and drop in SHEIN sales r = -0.62, n = 83, p < .001. 
Also, there is a moderate correlation coefficient between the intention of the buyers to stop buying at SHEIN 
online store and customers likeness for SHEIN clothes r = -0.34, n = 83, p < .001. The study had a negative 
correlation which indicate that the higher the SHEIN perception of the COVID-19, the lower the SHEIN sales 
and the higher the intention of the SHEIN buyers to stop shopping the lower their likeness for the SHEIN 
clothes (Table 1). 

The study used three independent variables (SHEIN clothes likeness, SHEIN drop in sales, intention to stop 
shopping at SHEIN) and one dependent variable (SHEIN perception of COVID-19) for ANOVA analysis. Out 
of the three predictors, only SHEIN drop in sales predicts the SHEIN perception of COVID-19. SHEIN Clothes 
likeness F(4, 78) = .235, p = >0.05, SHEIN sales F(4, 78) = 15.55, p = <0.01, Stop SHEIN shopping F(4, 78) 
= 1.408, p = >0.05. SHEIN drop in sales is the determinant of SHEIN perception of COVID-19 while SHEIN 
Clothes likeness and Stop SHEIN shopping are not the determinants of SHEIN perception of COVID-19. 
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5. DISCUSSION 

This study sheds light on how COVID-19 pandemic and its associated stigmatization is affecting businesses 
particularly, SHEIN in Mexico.  Table 1 presents the brand perception, sales performance, and customer 
shunning of SHEIN before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Obviously, due to the stigma associated with 
the disease the brand perception of SHEIN dropped to 49.4%. The result suggests that the emergence of 
COVID-19 presents a change for SHIEN’s brand hence the reduction in customer-use, trust, security, 
reputation, and word of mouth recommendation. Similarly, 56.6% of the respondents reveal that the  
COVID-19 pandemic and its accompanying stigma has negative impact on SHEIN’s sales thereby affecting 

income revenue, profit margins, overheads, and jeopardize the survival of SHEIN. Undoubtedly, because of 
the reduction in sales, SHEIN will experience negative cash flow and huge impact on operating and 
administrative cost, which has high possibility of triggering lay-off of workers. As the stigma of COVID-19 
continues ravaging several businesses, 47% of loyal customers of SHEIN indicate their intention of shunning, 
while 32.5% suggest continuing patronizing SHEIN. Additionally, 20.5% of SHEIN’s loyal customers remain 

neutral or undecided whether to continue with SHEIN. This study established a curvilinear relationship 
between COVID-19 and economic activities and this relationship shows a pattern of increasing unstable 
economic activities with increasing COVID-19 burden. Besides, this study confirmed the negative impact of 
stigmatization on economic activities of e-commerce through brand perception, low sales performance and 
customers churning intention. The insights draw from this study show a direction to how to overcome this 
lingering pandemic through theoretical and managerial implication. 

6. THEORETICAL AND MANAGERIAL CONTRIBUTION 

6.1 Theoretical Contribution 

Goffman’s theory of social stigma posits that a stigma is a discredited reputation (Goffman 1963) and after 50 
years Bos, Pryor, Reeder and Stutterheim (2013) expanded the work of Goffman’s on spoiled identity and 

showcased Pryor and Reeder (2011) model of four types of stigma, that is, structural, public, association and 
self-stigma which indicates stigma impact on the society, interpersonal and individual levels. This study 
applied the Goffman’s theory of social stigma based on interdisciplinary approach as proposed by Pryor et al. 

(2013). This study contributes to the theory of stigma in two ways.  
First, the study discovered a gap in the model of Pryor and Reeder (2011) in the context of organizational 

stigma and introduced organization dent reputation as an outcome of structural, public, association, or  
self-stigma. This study argues that are different sources of stigma that can affect organization reputation. In the 
case of SHEIN, Corona virus originated from China triggered discredit for Chinese companies in diaspora. The 
ongoing stigma contention against e-commerce online platform established the fact that company’s reputation 

with the public is very crucial (Olaleye, Salo and Ukpabi 2018a).  
Second, this study also introduced organization response to stigma to the existing model of Pryor et al. 

(2013). Stigmatization has a beginning, and the beginning may be unnoticed if the company did not have a 
very sensitive public relation. According to Olaleye, Sanusi and Salo (2018b) online reputation management 
is an extension of conventional public relations. The negative impact of company stigma is to diminish the 
company’s growth in all ramification and the prompt response of the companies to launder this dent image will 
determine the end results. The stigma model is incomplete without the prompt company response. This research 
built on the existing stigma studies and shows how stigma of any kind can dent the organization reputation and 
how important for organization to respond promptly and contributes to the literature of stigma theoretically. 

6.2 Managerial Contribution 

Managerially, this study opines that the best way to reduce SHEIN stigmatization is by generating an idea of 
solidarity and empathy, where customers are the protagonists of the story in a scenario where they meet many 
more people and share their shopping experience with happiness. The protagonists should be able to say:  
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"I have bought something in SHEIN, and I am looking forward to it, I will surely love it", even in times of 
adversity. As the promotion of SHEIN products, this research proposes to communicate to the public around 
SHEIN customers segment with a short video of 40 seconds. The video should go viral on the social media 
platforms and SHEIN website. The proposed video should disseminate the value proposition of SHEIN brand. 
SEHIN managers should also transmit a message of solidarity and moral support to people who are quarantine 
due to the pandemic of COVID-19 in Mexico. A professional video script should be crafted, rehearsed before 
final production. Possibly, celebrity or opinion leaders should be involved in SHEIN reputation laundering.  
This image laundering campaign should run for two months consistently between 40 seconds and 1 minute at 
a stretch. The evaluation of this campaign should take place against the budget for Facebook, YouTube, and 
the results of the organic strategy on Tweeter. This managerial contribution will help SHEIN to regain their 
lost reputation and other companies that suffers from COVID-19 stigmatization. 

7. LIMITATION AND FUTURE SUGGESTIONS 

This study is a response to stigmatization of a case company in Mexico and the study is limited to the student 
sample nevertheless, the future research can work on this foundational result to implement a diversified sample 
in Latin America on stigmatization of online stores. It is recommended that the new proposed stigma model be 
tested across nations, especially in the developed countries. 
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