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Chipotle’s cheeky communications 

often relate to current events. 

Chipotle loves carrying 

conversations while also 

staying true to the brand’s 

Food with Integrity mission. 

THE BRAND 

Chipotle Mexican Grill, Inc. is a popular chain of fast casual restaurants operating in North 

America and parts of Europe, specializing in Mission-style burritos. Its guiding principle is to 

provide “Food with Integrity,” a mission that focuses on the company’s commitment to 

naturally-grown ingredients. Chipotle’s brand is authentic and bold, advocating sustainability 

and responsible sourcing to stand out from its competitors. Going against the grain of 

traditional advertising, Chipotle seeks to start and carry engaging conversations with its social 

media audience. Chipotle’s genuine passion for all things food and its ability to engage with 

fans have established the brand as approachable, responsible, and candid—earning the 

company over 741,000 followers on Twitter and 2,800,000 “likes” on Facebook. 

  

CHEW ON THIS! 

With more than 1,900 restaurants in five different countries, Chipotle serves 

more naturally raised meat than any other restaurant chain in North America. 

https://www.chipotle.com/food-with-integrity
https://twitter.com/ChipotleTweets
https://www.facebook.com/chipotle/
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THE CRISIS 

2015 was a disastrous year for Chipotle. Six separate health scares between July and 

December, including outbreaks of E. coli, norovirus, and salmonella left the company’s 

reputation hanging by a thread. As of January 8th, 2016, Chipotle’s stock had dipped to a two-

year low. 

July 2015: E. Coli Outbreak 

August 2015: Norovirus Outbreak 

August 2015: Salmonella Outbreak 

October 2015: E. Coli Outbreak 

November 2015: E. Coli Outbreak 

December 2015: Norovirus Outbreak

On November 4th, 2015, the U.S. Centre for Disease Control (CDC) issued an official report 

on the multi-state E. coli outbreaks. 

On November 20th, the CDC issued another case count update: “Forty-five people infected 

with the outbreak strain of STEC O26 have been reported from 6 states.” 

Chipotle’s stock continued to plummet: 

 

After the CDC updates, people began to react in earnest. Chipotle’s social media pages 

became a vehicle for public outcry. Customers demanded answers, and Chipotle had none. 

Chipotle found itself thrown into a crisis of reputation.  

http://www.cdc.gov/ecoli/2015/o26-11-15/
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This timeline of tweets containing the words “Chipotle” and “E. Coli” shows how activity spiked at each 

new development in the case. 

THE STRATEGY (or lack thereof) 

Prompted by the outrage on its social media pages, Chipotle finally chose to address the 

incident. 

On November 20th, Chipotle quietly issued a detailed press release concerning the incident—

but failed to mention the press release on any of its social media outlets, where most 

customers were waiting to hear from the company. It seemed that Chipotle’s strategy was to 

gloss over the crisis on all social media outlets: the company stopped engaging in 

conversations with its followers, and instead continued to post pun-filled status updates 

unrelated to the health crisis. 

Chipotle was beginning to lose its authentic charm and candid appeal. Customers continued 

to flood the company’s social media with comments and complaints about its mishandling of 

the incident, which Chipotle continued to largely ignore. 

 

es it turned out, ghipotle’s ignorance wasn’t blissful at all.  

http://ir.chipotle.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=194775&p=irol-newsArticle&ID=2114462
https://twitter.com/chipotletweets/status/667784741370789888
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On the day of the company-wide employee 

meeting, Chipotle advertised free burritos 

on its website, social media pages, and even 

the doors of Chipotle stores. 

Chipotle’s 14 tweets during the 

employee meeting earned a 

whopping 3,487 likes and were 

retweeted 1,467 times. 

LET’S TRY THeT eGeIN 

Recognizing that the cheeky tweets wouldn’t cut it any longer, Chipotle decided to change its 

strategy. In February of 2016, nearly four months after the initial crisis broke, Chipotle 

promised major changes in their restaurants. The company announced nationwide store 

closures on February 8th between noon and 3p.m. to hold a large-scale employee meeting on 

food safety retraining. The meeting was broadcast live on Periscope to a worldwide audience, 

and key messages from the meeting were posted to Chipotle’s Twitter page. In an attempt to 

draw customers back to the brand and to make up for the closure, Chipotle offered patrons 

free burritos. While some were skeptical of the E. Coli-covered olive branch, most customers 

couldn’t resist. 

 

 

 

It’s hard to bite the hand that feeds you free burritos.  

https://twitter.com/ChipotleTweets/status/696694979322896388
https://twitter.com/ChipotleTweets/status/696694979322896388
https://twitter.com/ChipotleTweets/status/696694979322896388
http://www.chipotle.com/foodsafety
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BY THE NUMBERS 

During the crisis, Chipotle stock plummeted to a two-year low: between August and 

December 2015, it lost nearly 30% of its value (see page 2). Sales at Chipotle stores dropped 

16 percent in November, and continued to drop in December. Experts believe that Chipotle 

lost nearly $80 million in revenue in November, when the E. Coli outbreaks forced the 

company to close 43 restaurants. 

Chipotle’s social media channels experienced a surge in negative engagement during the crisis. 

While Twitter and Facebook engagement rates remained largely unchanged, many comments 

called Chipotle’s “Food with Integrity” mission into question and demanded to know what 

steps were being taken to keep customers safe. While tweets before the crisis got more 

“likes,” tweets during and after the crisis were more often retweeted and commented on. 

General interest in Chipotle ramped up as the crisis unfolded. The graph below, from Google 

Trends, shows how searches for Chipotle continued to increase until the end of the year. 

Searches spiked in November when the CDC issued its first few releases, and again in 

February when Chipotle held its nationwide employee meeting. 

  

http://www.bloomberg.com/features/2015-chipotle-food-safety-crisis/
http://www.foodsafetynews.com/2015/12/chipotle-still-feeling-pain-after-e-coli-outbreak-of-unknown-origin/#.VsZltPIrLIV
https://www.google.com/trends/explore#q=chipotle
https://www.google.com/trends/explore#q=chipotle
https://www.google.com/trends/explore#q=chipotle


6 

Chipotle continues to start 

conversations with its followers. 

People still love the brand. 

Things are looking up! 

MOVING FORWARD 

As the crisis cools down, Chipotle seems to be steadily winning back its social media support. 

Following the nationwide meeting, fans tweeted and shared their support for the brand and 

spread the word about the free-burrito promotion. Because the number of hate-filled, E. Coli-

related comments has subsided, Chipotle seems to have returned to pleasant banter with its 

social media followers. The pun-filled and cheeky tweets are once again being received well, 

and the company’s authentic, public broadcast seems to have re-established Chipotle as an 

approachable, honest company. 

It’s not all gravy (or guacamole) for Chipotle moving forward, however. The company remains 

in the cultural hotseat for the time being: popular HBO satirist John Oliver made them his 

latest victim on his talk show Last Week Tonight. After taking such a reputational hit, the 

company won’t be able to rebound overnight. But because Chipotle is such a beloved brand, 

the customers will return and the stock will slowly but surely recover, barring any future 

outbreaks.  

Because Chipotle had never before dealt with a large-scale crisis, it’s understandable that the 

company waited so long to roll out its strategy. The brand appears ready to recover, and has 

largely retained its customer base. Having been thrown into the crisis communications fire in 

2015 will hopefully set a precedent for how the company handles any future crises: quickly 

and openly. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0D1G0Fm5wJA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0D1G0Fm5wJA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0D1G0Fm5wJA

