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Kate Spade 
Strategic Planning Model 

 
I. Background  

Kate Spade is a lifestyle brand created in 1993 by Katherine and her husband-to-be, Andy Spade. 

After quitting her job as a fashion editor, Ms. Spade began to design handbags with simple yet 

sophisticated shapes and patterns. Her designs targeted young professional women.  

The couple opened their first boutique store in New York in 1996. By 1998, the Kate Spade 

company was generating $28 million a year in revenue. The brand continued to expand and signed 

its first licensing agreements to manufacture other products such as shoes and stationery items. It 

also started selling its products in retail stores and advertised and sold its products at a national 

level.  

 In 1999, Mr. and Ms. Spade sold 56% of the company to the Neiman Marcus Group for 

$33.6 million. The Spades and their two business partners, Pamela Bell and Elyce Aarons, owned 

the rest of the company and handled its day-to-day operations. They kept growing their brand in 

the U.S. and sold some of Kate Spade’s products in the Asian market. They also started branding 

more products such as clothing, jewelry, bedding, legwear, and fragrances.  

 In 2006, Kate and Andy Spade sold the rest of the company to the Neiman Marcus Group 

for $59 million. A week later, Neiman Marcus sold the business to retailer Liz Claiborne for $124 

million.  Coach (whose current corporate name is Tapestry) acquired the company in 2017 for $2.4 

billion. Tapestry also owns the footwear company Stuart Weitzman. 

 Based in New York, Kate Spade is now part of a public traded company. It represents 

21.8% of Tapestry’s total net sales in 2018 (Tapestry Inc., 2018, p. 2). The brand is considered one 

of the premium brands in the fashion market. Not only does it target young businesswomen, but it 

also offers luxury items for men through the Jack Spade division. It is currently distributed in 

department stores like Nordstrom, Macy’s, and Saks 5th Avenue. The brand has over 140 retail 

shops and outlet stores across the U.S. and 142 international stores (China, Hong-Kong, Macau, 

and Taiwan). Its main competitors are Coach, Michael Kors, Tory Burch, Kenneth Cole, Ralph 

Lauren and Burberry.  
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II. Mission Statement (Business Goal) 

• Position Kate Spade as a modern fashion luxury brand in the United States, Asia, and 

Europe. 

• Deliver strong revenue and operating income growth while making the right strategic 

investments to support the company’s long-term vision.  

 

III. Statement of Problem/Opportunity 

On June 5, 2018, Kate Spade died from suicide at her apartment in Manhattan. She was 55 years 

old. Andy Spade, her husband, later said that the designer suffered from severe depression and 

anxiety, and acknowledged that they had been living apart for the last 10 months. Kate and Andy 

had been married for 24 years; had one daughter, Frances Beatrix; and they were working on a 

new handbag and footwear brand called Frances Valentine. 

Even though Ms. Spade was no longer part of the Kate Spade Company, her image was 

still a big part of the brand’s appeal to the customers. She was one of the first women in the United 

States to emerge as a contemporary designer in the 1990s, and her own sense of style permeated 

the distinctiveness of the Kate Spade brand.  For many people, both Ms. Spade and Kate Spade 

“were linked in a cultural conversation about how both —at least publicly— represented a 

welcoming, feminine, joyful and self-confident approach to fashion” (Givhan, 2018). 

Kate Spade’s death prompted an outburst of grief among the designer’s fans and Kate 

Spade’s customers. Many people, including celebrities like Bette Midler, Mindy Kaling, Chelsea 

Clinton and Ivanka Trump expressed their condolences and admiration for Spade’s designs on 

social media. For some of them, Spade’s death was a call to action on suicide prevention in a 

country where suicide rates have increased by 60% from 1999 to 2014 (Gingras & Levenson, 

2018).  

Ms. Spade’s death occurred at a pivotal time in the company’s history. At that moment, 

Tapestry was completing the acquisition of Kate Spade & Company. Even though the brand 

delivered sales growth in 2016 (up to 11.2%), it had been struggling to face the challenges of the 

retail market. There was a growing reliance on sales and promotions, a rise in the off-price retailers, 

and a shift in the consumers’ spending habits that favors cheap items. In 2015, Kate Spade was 

forced to close some of Jack Spade’s stores and announced that the company was not going to 

meet its $4 billion goals in sales (Fernandez, 2017).  
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IV. Research 

a. Goals 

• Obtain all information about Ms. Spade’s health crisis and death.  

Most people assume Ms. Spade is still part of the company. This usually happens with brands that 

have been named after their founders. Kate Spade’s PR team must have all the information about 

the events that led to Ms. Spade’s death and should be ready to address the situation in a respectful 

and responsible way.     

• Assess attitudes and perceptions toward the brand after its founder’s death.  

Even though Ms. Spade was no longer part of the Kate Spade Company, it is important to identify 

the consumers’ connection with her name and life story. Ms. Spade’s death might trigger negative 

or nostalgic emotions that will be associated with the brand as well.  

• Determine if this event has had an impact on the company’s sales and stock price.  

As mentioned before, Ms. Spade’s death might cause negative feelings and deep emotional 

responses toward the brand. This might not only impact the company’s audience but other 

important stakeholders like investors and partners. Since Tapestry is a public traded company, this 

event might affect the business’ stock price and revenues.  

• Assess attitudes and perceptions toward suicide in the United States and other countries 

where Kate Spade’s products are being distributed. 

Ms. Spade’s suicide came amid a troubling trend that is increasing in the United States. Her death 

is considered to be a “high-profile” death given her reputation among the fashion industry and the 

brand’s consumers. This event will probably start a discussion about suicide and mental health 

crisis not only in the United States but in other countries where the company is starting to gain a 

wider audience. Kate Spade’s PR team should have enough information about this issue in order 

to act in a respectful and responsible way.  
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b. Research Methodology 

Secondary 

• Historical case studies: Studying similar cases might bring ideas to Kate Spade’s PR team 

on how (or how not) to respond to this crisis. Examples of these cases are Alexander 

McQueen and L’Wren Scott. 

• Media coverage: Traditional media outlets are covering and broadcasting this event at a 

national and an international level. It is important to know what they are saying and analyze 

how their reports are being linked to the brand. 

• Company’s stock price: This event might or might not affect the company’s stock price. 

Either way, Kate Spade’s PR team should be aware of the market fluctuations in order to 

determine the impact Ms. Spade’s death might have on the company’s stock price. 

• Company’s Annual Report (2018): The company’s Annual Report will include Tapestry’s 

business goals, possible threats and other financial information. This will help the PR team 

get a closer look at the company and align its strategies with the company’s interests and 

objectives. 

• Suicide trends in the United States: Considering Ms. Spade’s death might generate a 

discussion about suicide and mental health crisis, Kate Spade’s PR team must have enough 

information on how is this issue being addressed in the country and what is the best way to 

approach it. This analysis might include finding scientific studies, statistics, and 

foundations and organizations that specialize in this area. 

Primary 

a) Qualitative 

• Interviews 

o With Andy Spade: As Kate Spade’s husband, Andy Spade must be able to provide 

enough information on Ms. Spade’s condition. He was also one of the founders of the 

company, which is why his perspective will be important to address this situation. 

However, Kate Spade’s PR team should determine when is the best time to talk to him 

and should prepare a set of questions that protect his family’s privacy.  

o With police officials: Police officials might release statements describing the events 

that occurred on June 5, 2018.  
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• Online social media monitoring: Record and analyze how the brand’s followers are 

responding to the events. Focus this analysis on what people are saying, and how this might 

affect the brand.  

• Focus group: By gathering a group of Kate Spade’s consumers, the brand’s PR team will 

be able to ask about general feelings or perceptions toward the brand after the event 

occurred.  

b) Quantitative 

• Survey: Kate Spade could issue an anonymous survey to determine how likely are people 

to buy Kate Spade products now that the brand’s identity might begin to be questioned.  

• Data analysis: Monitor consumer behavior and sales reports to determine if the brand is 

being financially affected. 

 

V. Situation Analysis (SWOTS) 

Strengths: 

• Attractive narrative on how the company was created (realization of the “American 

Dream”).  

• Strong website and e-commerce programs to interact with customers. Its marketing 

strategies focus on personalized communications. The company has e-commerce sites in 

the U.S., Canada, Japan, China, and Europe. 

• Strong brand identity. The brand is found in high-visibility locations in department stores. 

These stores are Nordstrom, TJX Companies, Macy’s (including Bloomingdale’s), Lord & 

Taylor, and Saks Fifth Avenue. Products are also sold in retail stores. Likewise, Kate Spade 

is starting to expand its market in Asia and Europe. 

• Outlet stores sell manufactured-for-outlet products and discontinued retailed inventory 

outside of the retail channel. These stores target a price-oriented customer, which has 

grown a wider audience. 

• Kate Spade & Company Foundation: Offers grants and programs to empower women in 

entrepreneurship, technology, and arts.  

• Coach is no longer Kate Spade’s competition since they both belong to the same company. 

CEO Victor Luis will determine a different path for both brands.  
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Weaknesses: 

• The brand will likely always be identified with Kate Spade, its founder. Thus, maintaining 

the brand’s identity and style might be a challenge for new creative designers. 

• Kate Spade has relied on promotions and flash sales, which has shifted the spending habits 

of its customers and has affected its perception as a “luxury” brand.  

• The brand is not as popular as other handbag brands (like Coach) in Asian countries. 

• Kate Spade’s designs are prone to be counterfeited.   

• Being a public traded company, Kate Spade is prone to fluctuations in the stock market. 

Opportunities: 

• The handbag business has been less impacted by the fast fashion industry. 

• Depression, suicide, and other mental health conditions are being seen as symptoms of a 

disease: negative or judgmental opinions against them are less common.  

• Free trade agreements with Canada and other Asian and European countries. 

• New and growing markets in Asia and other international markets. 

• Increased popularity and visibility of fashion events.  

• Wide millennial audience that is attracted toward website and e-commerce interaction. 

Threats: 

• The global premium women’s and men’s handbag, accessories, and footwear categories 

are highly competitive. Some of Kate Spade’s competitors in the market are: Burberry, 

Tory Burch, Michael Kors, Ralph Lauren and Kenneth Cole.  

• Kate Spade’s designs are prone to be counterfeited.   

• Seasonal trends might affect a company’s relevance in the market. 

• Government regulations: increased taxes and currency exchange. 

• Government policies: Impose tariffs and trade restrictions (especially in China). 

Strategic Implications: 

• Kate Spade (the person) and Kate Spade (the brand) are inherently linked together. Thus, 

her role in the company and her death must be addressed by the brand, even if Ms. Spade 

was no longer part of the company. 
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• Tapestry must continue growing the brand’s awareness in order to position it as a modern 

luxury brand. Part of this mission implies reducing the amount of flash sales and attract a 

millennial audience that is willing to pay higher prices for Kate Spade’s products.   

 

VI. Communications Goal 

• Main Goal: The communication goal of this campaign was to honor Ms. Spade’s legacy as 

the founder of the brand, and to communicate that her passing did not affect the company’s 

operation.  

o Sub-goal 1: Honor Ms. Spade’s legacy as the founder of the company and raise 

awareness about suicide prevention. 

Ms. Spade was a renowned fashion designer and Kate Spade’s clients and employees were likely 

to look up to her. Her death is considered a “high-profile” death that could escalate suicide rates 

in the U.S. (Ducharme, 2018). Since there was a strong cultural link between the brand and its 

founder, Kate Spade’s PR team developed a strategy to address Ms. Spade’s death in a responsible 

way. This was an opportunity to raise awareness about suicide prevention and to honor Ms. 

Spade’s legacy as the founder of the brand.  

o Sub-goal 2: Communicate that Ms. Spade was detached from the brand and that the 

company was going to continue operating after her death.  

Even though important stakeholders like fashion experts and investors were likely to know that 

Ms. Spade was no longer part of the company, regular customers might not have been aware of 

this. This led fans and customers to make wrong assumptions regarding the future of the company 

and to feel less attracted to the brand. Therefore, Kate Spade’s PR team felt the need to clarify that 

Ms. Spade’s death was not going to jeopardize the continuation of the company. 

 

VII. Objectives 

• In relation to sub-goal 1: Honor Ms. Spade’s legacy as the founder of the company and 

raise awareness about suicide prevention. 



 8 

1.1 By June 29, 2018, increase by 15% the amount of donations to Crisis Text Line1 

and other non-profit organizations supporting mental health awareness and suicide 

prevention causes. 

Even though Crisis Text Line is not a suicide prevention hotline, 75% of its users are under age 25 

(Dose, 2017). Part of this young demographic is also targeted by the brand, which is why 

partnering with this non-profit organization benefitted both Kate Spade’s customers and the hotline 

users. Kate Spade must continue looking for organizations that target young, professional people 

since this is Kate Spade’s target audience as well.  

1.2 By January 2019, raise awareness about mental health disorders among Kate 

Spade’s employees by 80%. 

Kate Spade’s death triggered nostalgic emotions within the company’s employees. Some of them 

could have been struggling with mental disorders as well, which might have affected the 

company’s productivity rates. According to Mental Health America, “workplace mental health 

problems result in as much as 500 billion dollars of lost productivity annually” (Mental Health 

America, 2017, p. ii). Hosting a Global Mental Health Awareness Day in corporate and regional 

offices as part of the company’s Wellness Program generated greater awareness of mental health 

and alleviated the negative feelings Ms. Spade’s death triggered.   

1.3 Increase the amount of positive sentiment toward the brand on social media 

platforms2 by 20% in the two last quarters of 2018. 

Ms. Spade’s death generated nostalgic yet positive responses among influential fashion celebrities 

and Kate Spade customers. These responses were posted on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram: all 

platforms the company has used in the past to build customer loyalty and interact with its audience. 

Kate Spade’s PR team should have used their social media platforms and reach out to fashion 

influencers and editors to develop a narrative that connected Ms. Spade’s style with the brand’s 

new projects.  

                                                
1 Two weeks after Ms. Spade’s passing, the Kate Spade company partnered with Crisis Text Line, an American hotline 
dedicated to help people in crisis in the U.S. through text messages. The organization is not specifically a suicide line; 
it supports people going through any kind of crisis.  
2 According to the social monitor platform Brand24, blogs, Facebook, Twitter and Instagram are the platforms where 
the brand has the most interactions. 
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Even though the brand tried to communicate their new collection resembled Spade’s old 

designs, this message was not clear and consistent, leading many customers to leave negative 

comments about the new designs on Kate Spade’s social media fan pages. 

• In relation to sub-goal 2: Communicate that Ms. Spade was detached from the brand and 

that the company will continue operating after her death. 

2.1 By December 31, 2018, secure at least 30 media reports that clarify Ms. Spade’s 

detachment from the company.  

As stated before, some of the brand’s customers were not aware of Ms. Spade’s detachment from 

the company, something that led them to think the brand was going to close. Clarifying this 

situation helped the brand communicate it was going to continue operating under Tapestry’s 

direction. 

 

VIII. Target Audiences 

• Kate Spade’s Customers: Young female professionals that are single or married, with a 

medium income between $60,000 and $100,000 a year. Their age ranges from 18 to 35 

years old. These women are aware of the current fashion trends and enjoy experimenting 

with different patterns and bright colors. They live mostly in urban areas and use 

technological devices and media platforms as means to purchase their fashion and beauty 

products. 

• Fashion Experts, Opinion Leaders and Influencers: Male and female professionals in the 

fashion industry (designers, influencers, reporters, editors) who are active on social media 

and have developed an audience of more than 20,000 followers. Their age ranges from 25 

to 45 years old. They live in urban areas and are up-to-date with the latest fashion trends 

in the luxury market.  

• Kate Spade Employees: Male and female professionals that currently work for the Kate 

Spade company. They have developed a strong connection with the brand and either know 

or have heard of Ms. Spade’s role in the consolidation of the brand. They are likely to have 

been affected by Ms. Spade’s death at an emotional level.  
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IX. Key Messages 

• Overarching Message for the Campaign: Although Kate Spade had not been affiliated with 

the brand for more than a decade, Kate Spade New York is saddened to hear about her 

death and is focusing its efforts on raising suicide awareness among its customers and 

employees.  

This message clarified that Kate Spade (the person) and Kate Spade (the brand) had not been 

affiliated for more than a decade, which helped the company deny all speculations regarding its 

closure. It also helped the company show its commitment to its founder’s legacy and social causes. 

• Message to Customers: Although Kate Spade had not been affiliated with the brand for 

more than a decade, Kate Spade New York is saddened to hear about her death and invites 

its customers to join the company’s efforts in supporting mental health and suicide 

prevention causes. 

This message clarifies that Ms. Spade was no longer affiliated with the brand and that her loss did 

not compromise the continuation of the company. It also invited customers to work with the 

company to achieve one societal goal: suicide prevention.  

• Message to Fashion Experts, Opinion Leaders and Influencers: Kate Spade New York 

wants to honor Kate Spade’s legacy and put her unique style at the core of its future 

projects. 

Many of the brand’s followers developed a deep connection toward Kate Spade’s persona. Kate 

Spade New York must have honored her legacy and developed a narrative that connected the 

brand’s past with its future projects. This narrative could have been built with help of fashion 

experts, opinion leaders and influencers who are close to the brand and willing to share their story 

with their audience.  

 Even though this message was somehow communicated during Kate Spade’s event in the 

New York Fashion Week, there was not much activity on social media regarding this narrative. 

The brand could have developed a stronger narrative connecting Kate Spade’s traditional style and 

Nicola Glass’ new collection. 

• Message to Kate Spade Employees: Although Kate Spade had not been affiliated with the 

brand for more than a decade, the entire company is mourning her loss. Kate Spade New 

York will do everything to provide a positive work environment where its employees can 

discuss their concerns about mental health openly and freely.   
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Kate Spade’s employees were likely to be close to Kate Spade’s persona. Therefore, they were 

also going through a difficult mourning process. Addressing Ms. Spade’s death, its causes and 

ways to prevent it helped the company build a healthy work environment.  

 

X. Strategies 

• Create partnerships with non-profit organizations that support mental health awareness and 

suicide prevention causes. (Objective 1.1) 

Partnering with trustworthy organizations that focused on these issues (like Crisis Text Line) 

helped Kate Spade make sure its resources were used effectively. It also helped them raise 

awareness about the importance of mental health and encouraged customers to donate to these 

causes as well. However, the company should have partnered with more organizations in order to 

amplify the underlying message of the suicide awareness campaign. 

• Design wellness programs that address difficult topics such as suicide and mental health 

disorders for the company’s employees. (Objective 1.2) 

Planning wellness programs addressing suicide and mental health disorders helped Kate Spade 

build a healthy work environment and raise awareness about these issues among its employees. 

• Plan and host fashion events to honor Kate Spade’s legacy and introduce the brand’s new 

collection. (Objective 1.3) 

Tapestry hired Nicola Glass as the new creative designer of Kate Spade. Her new collection was 

inspired by Kate Spade’s original designs, and was ready weeks before Ms. Spade’s death. The 

collection was meant to be presented at the New York Fashion Week in September, 2018. This 

event was an opportunity to honor Kate Spade’s legacy while introducing the brand’s new fashion 

line, which would help the company foster a positive sentiment within the fashion community. 

• Plan, edit and publish social media content on blogs, Facebook, Instagram and Twitter that 

connects Kate Spade’s traditional designs with the new collection. (Objective 1.3) 

As soon as Kate Spade’s death was reported, several celebrities and fashion influencers narrated 

the story on how they got their first Kate Spade handbag. This showed there was a strong, relatable 

narrative surrounding the brand.  

 The company could have compiled these narratives to create social media content that 

honored Kate Spade’s legacy and maintained the brand’s popularity. Kate Spade did not do this, 
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however, probably in an attempt to respect and mourn Ms. Spade’s death without taking advantage 

of this difficult situation.  

• Communicate Kate Spade’s detachment from the company through traditional and social 

media communication outlets. (Objective 2.1) 

As stated before, Kate Spade’s PR team had to reach out to traditional and social media 

communication outlets to make sure its target audience knew about the relation between the 

brand’s founder and the company.  

 

XI. Tactics 

• Press Release: Kate Spade New York Statement on Passing of Founder 

This press release was published hours after Ms. Spade’s death was reported. The company 

clarified the relation between Ms. Spade and the brand, and offered condolences to her family. 

This helped the brand communicate with reporters and journalists in an effective way, and ensured 

the brand’s customers knew about Ms. Spade’s connection to Kate Spade.  

• Social Media Posts and Banners Addressing Kate Spade’s Death 

The brand posted a black sign with the following message in its Facebook, Twitter and Instagram 

pages, as well as in every physical store: “Kate Spade, the visionary founder of our brand, has 

passed. Our thoughts are with her family at this incredibly heartbreaking time. We honor all the 

beauty she brought into this world.” This post showed the brand valued its founder’s legacy. Posts 

on social media had an increased engagement in comparison to other posts. The tone of the text is 

nostalgic and it does not address the cause of Ms. Spade’s death, which shows the brand’s respect 

toward their founder.  

• $1 Million Donation to Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Organizations.  

One week after Ms. Spade’s passing, the company announced through several communication 

outlets (traditional media and its social media platforms) that it was going to donate $1 million to 

mental health and suicide prevention causes. Initially, the brand announced it had donated 

$250,000 to Crisis Text Line and encouraged its customers to do the same by offering to match 

their donations up to $100,000 until June 29, 2018. The public donated $20,000 on that week.  

 The brand has not announced where the remaining $750,000 will go, which might affect 

the company’s reputation if it fails to do so.   
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• Wellness Plan that Encompasses a Global Mental Health Awareness Day for all Kate Spade 

Employees 

The company announced it was going to host a mental health awareness day on the same day it 

announced its $1 million donation. It did not give more details about this program, but this 

announcement rendered a good PR campaign that prioritized the company’s wellbeing.  

• Campaign to Honor Kate Spade’s Legacy during the New York Fashion Week 

Nicola Glass was presenting her first collection for the brand during the New York Fashion Week. 

Before the presentation, the brand set glitter on every seat and a sign that said: “She left a little 

sparkle everywhere she went,” which honored Ms. Spade’s legacy in a nostalgic yet positive way.  

The company invited influential fashion celebrities, editors and designers, who shared their 

experience on social media and fashion news articles. 

• Social Media Posts Announcing Kate Spade’s New Collection 

Even though the company created short videos and published videos of the New York Fashion 

Week runway, it is still not clear how the new designs resemble Kate Spade’s original designs. 

This is triggering some negative reactions among Kate Spade’s audience, especially in social 

media. I would encourage the company to strengthen the narrative connecting the brand’s past 

with its new projects, and to promote this content with help of fashion influencers and editors.  
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