
Handling the Pit Bulls*é

*When the Press Comes Calling



Pepsi Syringe Caper

June, 1993 - Earl and Mary Triplett

ê No recall ɀ5 state alert

ê Claims continued ɀnews second only to nomination of 
Ruth Bader Ginsburg

ê No reports of injury or illness ɀno rational reason

ê Pepsi determined no recall ɀinvestigated every plant ɀno 
syringes were used in operations.

ê Pattern of product tampering including Tylenol

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pepsi



PR Impact

ê Identified publics ɀnews media, customers, consumers, 
employees and local Pepsi bottlers

ê Six media relations experts ɀone clear voice

ê 24 consumer relations experts on 24-hour toll-free hotlines

ê Scientific and regulatory affairs worked with FDA

ê Sales and marketing charged with maintaining relationships

ê Manufacturing experts worked with FDA to produce easy-to-
understand explanation of the filling line process



Response

1. Put public safety first.

2. Find the problem and fix it.

3. Communicate frequently, quickly, and regularly.

4. Take full responsibility for resolving the crisis.

http://www.fda.gov/ucm/groups/fdagov-public/documents/image/ucm253526.jpg



And?

ê The BEST offense ɀa VNR (video news release) showing the 
process of filling a can on the manufacturing line. No way to 
introduce a foreign element (estimated 300 million viewers)

ê Three subsequent VNRs were produced ɀincluding Diet Pepsi

ê Media strategy ɀÁÓÓÕÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓÎȭÔ Á ÍÁÎÕÆÁÃÔÕÒÉÎÇ 
crisis

ê Third VNR showed images from an in-store surveillance camera of a 
woman attempting to stick a syringe into a Diet Pepsi can (at this 
point the hoax began to crumble)

ê 54 people prosecuted for hoaxes



Best Quote

Ȱ9ÏÕÒ ÏÎÌÙ ÄÅÆÅÎÓÅ ×ÈÅÎ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÉÓ ÏÎ ÔÒÉÁÌ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÄÉÁ 
ÉÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÒÉÁÌȢȱ 

Becky Madeira VP of Public Affairs for Pepsi

ê Strong understanding of the news media

ê Positive relationship with the FDA

ê Used FDA experts (opinion leaders) who were third party 
endorsers of lack of culpability.



When a Crisis

Happens
http://bp1.blogger.com/_8eFsGHPzQMM/Rjew36gZkMI/AAAAAAAAAAs/lrvuENdhuT0/s400/Picture+4.png



Crises Can Happen to Anyone

ê Just when you think ¬it can t 
happen here...º

ê ...it does.

Blue Bell Ice Cream Listeria Recall

http:// kfda.images.worldnow.com /images/7527353_G.jpg



A Tale of Two Shuttle Disasters

ê Challenger(1986)-- NASA s silence led to a loss of public 

confidence in the space agency.

ê Columbia(2003)--NASA s rapid and candid communication 

helped avoid traumatic restructuring.



FDA in 2007

ê )Î ÁÎ Ȱ%ÙÅ ÏÎ &$!ȱ ÂÌÏÇ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔȡ

ê The organization lay out a vision for restoring credibility

ê Acknowledge problems and let people know what you are going to do 
about it

ê Develop messages 

ê Media training

ê Suggested that the agency was sorely in need of a good communications 
plan.



What Do You Do??

Orlando Shooting ɀWorst Mass Shooting 
in U.S. History

http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/pulse-orlando-nightclub-shooting/victims/os-pulse-nightclub-orlando-shooting-victims-htmlstory.html





!ÎÄ (ÅÒÅ 4ÈÅÙ #ÏÍÅȣ

Á Ensure timelines ɀfaster the response, greater the credibility

Á Provide an immediate response

Á Hold regularly scheduled news conferences ɀon time.

Á Select one spokesperson ɀtrained/experienced

Á Create scripts for people who answer the phone

Á Prepare for tough questions

Á Coordinate messages with police, fire, hospitals, etc.

Á Keep messages simple ɀÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÐÅÃÕÌÁÔÅȟ ÌÉÅ ÏÒ ×ÉÔÈÈÏÌÄ 
information

Á Provide press releases that are date and time stamped



Why Do We Need The Media?



Four Facts About the Media

1. Theyôre not going away.

2. You have to deal with them 

sooner rather than later.

3. They can help us get our good 

news out.

4.  There are no guarantees on when 

(IF) a story will run.



Understanding Reporters

ê Reporters ARE NOT government officials

ê Barely one, maybe two poly sci/history classes

ê Acronyms are gibberish

ê Budgeting ɀlimited math skills

ê Contracts

ê Taxes

TEACH!



What to Expect from the Media

The Reporter

ÅHas a job to do ïs/he has to get the story.

ÅTheir objectives may not be the same as yours.

ÅThe reporter can not be expected to advocate your position.



ñA solid media relations program must follow the 

two-way model for communications to provide 

information services for all incoming calls from the 

publicò (Conners, 1988, p.400).





Do you Have a Media Relations Plan?


