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Abstract 
 

 The Salmonella outbreak of 2008 was one of the largest ever foodborne illness 

outbreaks to impact the produce industry. Tomatoes were initially pinpointed as the 

source of the outbreak. Eventually, the FDA was able to trace the outbreak to imported 

jalapeño peppers, but the find came too late to recover the $100 million losses for the 

tomato industry. 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the risk and crisis communication 

efforts taken by public relations practitioners in the produce industry during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak to determine which efforts were successful and which were 

ineffective. 

 This qualitative case study used the interviews of nine public relations 

practitioners in the tomato industry to collect the information needed to fully explore the 

research objectives of the study. The study found that all of the public relations 

practitioners attempted to communicate effectively with their audiences despite the 

negative nature of the 2008 Salmonella crisis. Additionally, the practitioners revealed 

their thoughts and perceptions about the outbreak, the media, and the communications 

used during the outbreak, which provided valuable insight into the communication efforts 

of an organization during a crisis. The study concluded with a list of effective and 

ineffective communication efforts gathered from the responses of the interviewed 

practitioners that will serve as the basis for a risk and crisis model to be developed and 

used in the future.  

 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Palmer, December 2010 
 

viii 
 

List of Tables   

5.1   The Do‘s and Don‘ts of Crisis Communications Related to A Foodborne 

Illness Outbreak……………………………………………………………………….105 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Palmer, December 2010 
 

ix 
 

List of Figures 

 
1.1   Timeline of news and FDA events of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak…....2  
1.2  Model of framing effects............................................................................7  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

1 
 

Chapter I 

Introduction 

The 2008 Salmonella outbreak was the largest of its kind in the past 20 years. The 

Salmonella Saintpaul strain sickened more than 1,400 people in 43 states between April 

16 and August 11, 2008 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2008). 

While the outbreak was originally linked to certain types of raw tomatoes, it was later 

determined that the outbreak was caused by imported jalapeño and Serrano peppers from 

Mexico tainted by contaminated irrigation water (CDC, 2008). According to the CDC 

website, at least 40,000 cases of Salmonella are reported annually, but the actual number 

of cases may be up to 30 times greater than those reported, with an estimated 400 deaths 

a year caused by Salmonella. 

During the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, consumers were exposed to numerous Food 

and Drug Administration [FDA] and CDC warnings and updates as well as news 

coverage from a variety of media outlets. Irlbeck (2009) created a timeline of events 

identifying major warnings and updates from the FDA, CDC and major news networks: 

CBS, ABC, and NBC (See Figure 1.1). The timeline shows the length of the outbreak, 

and illustrates the amount of time that tomatoes were considered the source of the 

outbreak. The various messages disseminated to the public through the media as well as 

the FDA illustrate a part of the information being presented to consumers. 
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Figure 1.1 Timeline of news and FDA events of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak (Irlbeck, 

2009). 

Consumers were not only presented with these messages, but also with messages 

from companies and organizations in the tomato and produce industries. A study 

conducted by the Food Policy Institute at Rutgers University in 2009 found that 

communication efforts during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak were confusing to 

consumers (Cuite et al., 2009). Additionally, the study found that ―the data here provide 

evidence that the communication of the end of this outbreak was only moderately 

effective, with only some Americans certain that the warning had lifted‖ (p. 10) which 
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impacted when consumers would return to eating and purchasing tomatoes, in turn 

affecting the tomato industry (Cuite et al., 2009). Blake (2008) stated that consumers 

were confused by the numerous FDA messages about which varieties were safe as well as 

where safe tomatoes came from, and therefore stopped purchasing and consuming 

tomatoes at all.   

According to Thompson (2008), losses to the tomato industry from the impact of the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak were estimated at $100 million. While the CDC maintains that 

tomatoes may have been an initial source in the outbreak, evidence of contamination in 

tomatoes was never found (Thompson, 2008). Reggie Brown, vice president of the 

Florida Tomato Growers Exchange, reported to the United States Department of 

Agriculture magazine, Rural Cooperatives, that he felt the blame on tomatoes would have 

been lifted sooner had the FDA utilized tomato growers, shippers, and packers to collect 

information (Thompson, 2008). In the article, Brown stated that in the case of a 

foodborne illness outbreak, the effected industry‘s officials should be brought into the 

investigation to aid officials from the CDC and FDA in determining the source 

(Thompson, 2008). 

The tomato industry took a huge loss—the industry estimates up to $100 million-- 

during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak despite the efforts of industry officials, trade 

organizations, and public relations practitioners to mitigate and minimize the reputational 

and monetary losses suffered by the tomato industry during the 2008 outbreak. While a 

crisis is ―an unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies of stakeholders and 

can seriously impact an organization‘s performance and generate negative outcomes,‖ 
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(Coombs, 2007, p. 2) crisis communications can be used to minimize these negative 

impacts absorbed by an organization during a crisis. 

Problem Statement 

The 2008 Salmonella outbreak in tomatoes and jalapeños was one of several large 

food outbreaks in the last five years that negatively impacted the food industry. The 

tomato industry suffered significant damages when tomatoes were wrongly linked to the 

Salmonella Saintpaul outbreak of 2008. Eventually, tomatoes were cleared of the blame 

and imported jalapeño and Serrano peppers were found to be the culprit, but at the cost of 

many unused tomato crops. By understanding the risk and crisis communication efforts 

taken by public relations practitioners and their perceptions about the national media and 

various recovery efforts during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, agricultural 

communicators can better aid public relations practitioners in responding and recovering 

from future crises. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the risk and crisis communication efforts 

taken by public relations practitioners in the produce industry during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak and determine which efforts were successful and which were ineffective. The 

perceptions of public relations practitioners about the national media coverage and the 

effectiveness of communication efforts taken during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak will 

be utilized to create a set of guidelines for food industry public relations practitioners. 

The researchers also aimed for this research to be a baseline study to create a risk and 
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crisis model that can be used during future food related crises to assist with an 

organization‘s reputation management.  

Research Objectives 

The following research objectives were used to guide this case study. 

1. Determine public relations practitioners‘ opinions of the effectiveness of their 

organization‘s communication efforts during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  

2. Explore the lessons public relations practitioners‘ learned as a result of their 

involvement in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

3. Describe public relations practitioners‘ perceptions of mass media coverage, 

including frames presented during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

4. Understand risk and crisis communication actions taken by companies impacted 

by the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

This study called for an in-depth analysis of the perceptions of public relations 

practitioners as they pertain to various aspects of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

According to Berg (2009), interviews allow for the collection of detailed and specific 

information and give the researcher insight that may not be available through other forms 

of research. Therefore, this case study will be based upon interviews with public relations 

practitioners in the produce industry that dealt specifically with the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak. 

Significance of the Study 

The 2008 Salmonella outbreak heightened consumer fears about fresh produce and 

caused consumers and markets alike to almost completely avoid purchasing tomatoes 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Palmer, December 2010 
 

6 
 

(Bensen, 2008). These actions led to the loss of millions in the tomato industry, despite 

industry-wide efforts to calm consumer fears.  Consumers are more concerned about the 

safety of their food than ever before, especially with the increase in news stories about 

contamination and foodborne illness outbreaks (Tucker, Whaley, & Sharp, 2006).   

Taylor, Kastner, and Renter (2009) reported that consumer fears about tainted 

tomatoes and the confusion concerning FDA messages about tomatoes, led to the loss of 

thousands of acres of tomatoes in Florida as tomatoes were about to be harvested. Many 

tomato farmers were unable to sell their tomatoes and were unable to harvest their 

tomatoes. While California and Georgia farmers were also hit hard, they had already 

harvested their tomatoes and did not have thousands of tomatoes still in the field as 

Florida farmers did (Blake, 2008). Besides the financial loss, farmers were also 

concerned that consumers had lost confidence in the tomato industry and tomato farmers 

alike (Blake, 2008). The length of the outbreak and the lack of being able to pinpoint the 

source of the outbreak hurt the tomato industry, as consumers stopped purchasing 

tomatoes during the outbreak and were slow to return to purchasing them after the 

warning on tomatoes was lifted (Taylor et al., 2009). 

Theoretical Framework 

Framing Theory 

This study used framing theory and the Scheufele (1999) model of framing effects to 

examine risk and crisis communications as they were perceived and practiced by public 

relations professionals during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak (See Figure 1.2)  Framing is 
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effective when looking at both public relations messages and audience responses 

(Hallahan, 1999).  

 

Figure 1.2  Model of framing effects (Scheufele, 1999).  
 

This study utilized the Scheufele (1999) model and examined public relations 

practitioners from the audience standpoint. The researcher examined how public relations 

practitioners perceived the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, national media stories relating to 

the outbreak, and the risk and crisis communications used during the outbreak. In using 

the Scheufele (1999) model for this study, the researcher examined how participants felt 

the 2008 Salmonella outbreak was framed by the media, and what affect their perceptions 

of these frames had on their attitude toward the outbreak as well as the communication 

efforts they took on behalf of their organization or company. From there, the researcher 

examined how the attitudes and behaviors of the participants then influenced the input of 

their organizations as well as the FDA and CDC, specifically the messages disseminated 

to the to the audience through the media. The researcher utilized the model as a whole to 
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determine how inputs, media, and audience members influence one another during a 

crisis situation, in this case the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

Framing is a process in which individuals conceive certain ideas about an issue 

(Chong & Druckman, 2007). Framing theory further explains that an issue may have 

multiple viewpoints that have different implications for consideration. Framing is often 

used in the media and politics to frame issues for the public, and is a topic of controversy 

as public opinion has been to be altered or swayed by the frames presented to the public 

(Entman, 1993).  

Frames can affect the attitudes and behaviors of a given audience because frames 

presented in the media can imitate frames presented by people, politicians, or other media 

sources (Scheufele, 1999). A frame is the component of a message that defines the 

meaning of the message by deciphering information that is inferred about the message by 

individuals (Hallahan, 1999).  

As explained by Hallahan (1999), frames can be broken down into categories based 

on the way a message is presented. Valence framing shows a message in either a positive 

or negative light; semantic framing gives terms an alternative definition; story framing 

presents a theme of ideas and uses storytelling techniques to support the theme and 

reinforce the frame (Hallahan, 1999). Framing effects occur when small changes made to 

a frame have a large impact on the opinions of an audience for a particular issue (Chong 

& Druckman, 2007).  
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Excellence Theory 

This study was also guided by the concepts put forth by the excellence theory. 

According to L. Grunig, Grunig, and Dozier (2002), public relations is a function of 

management that describes how organizations and stakeholders interact with one another 

during the decision making process. Grunig (1992) explained that the excellence theory is 

based upon organizational effectiveness and communications management. The 

effectiveness of an organization is determined in part by the organization‘s ability to 

identify key stakeholders, and also to develop and maintain a mutually beneficial 

relationship with said stakeholders (L. Grunig et al., 2002). An organization‘s 

stakeholders can affect the organization‘s ability to achieve set goals and in turn, an 

organization can have the same affect on stakeholder goals (L. Grunig et al., 2002). 

Symmetrical communications between an organization and its stakeholders was 

found to play a key role when developing organization relationships (L. Grunig et al., 

2002). Symmetrical communication is a two-way process that ―practices equal 

communication between the organization and the audiences‖ (Baldwin, Moffitt, & Perry, 

2004, p. 319) where an organization is willing to alter its practices based upon audience 

research to benefit both the organization and its audiences. 

This brief description of the excellence theory is not encompassing of all of the 

components of the theory, rather it described the components that will be utilized in this 

study. This study examined the risk and crisis communications used during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak and whether or not these communications were two-way and 

symmetrical in nature. The researcher used these observations to determine 
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organizational effectiveness and whether or not the involved organizations practiced 

excellent communications and were effective in their communications. 

Assumptions 

The assumptions of this study were that all public relations practitioners who were 

interviewed answered all questions honestly and to their utmost ability. It was also 

assumed that all interviewed practitioners were honest when discussing their roles during 

the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

Definitions of Terms 

1. CDC— The Centers for Disease Control provides information to the public 

pertaining to health related issues. The CDC also researches such events as a 

foodborne illness outbreak in order to protect the public from possible harm. 

2. Crisis— An unpredictable event that can compromise an organization‘s existence 

and cause damages to organizational relationships, reputation, and profits 

(Coombs, 2007).  

3.  FDA— In the event of a foodborne illness outbreak, the Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) works closely with the CDC to determine the origins of the 

outbreak. The FDA is also involved in all recall efforts of the affected products. 

4. Foodborne illness— Any sort of bacteria found in food products that causes 

illness in consumers. Common bacterial sources include Escherichia coli, 

Campylobacter, and Salmonella. 

5. Outbreak— An outbreak occurs when a group of people are sickened by the same 

contaminated food item consumed by everyone in the group (CDC, 2005). Group 
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members may be located in the same area or spread out across the country, and 

while some members may become ill, not all members will (CDC, 2005). 

6. Produce industry— an industry of growers, shipper, packers, distributors, grocers, 

and trade associations of fruit and vegetable products. This study will specifically 

focus on the fresh tomato sector of the produce industry. 

7. Risk and crisis communications— the communication efforts taken before, 

during, and after a crisis to minimize the damages an organization sustains in a 

crisis. 

8. Salmonella Saintpaul— a rare strain of Salmonella that caused the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak after originally being linked to tomatoes. The strain was later 

detected in jalapeño peppers.  

Delimitations 

This study was limited to the public relations practitioners who worked in the produce 

industry during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak and took part in communication efforts 

directly related to the 2008 outbreak. Additionally, only practitioners at organizations 

dealing directly with tomatoes, jalapeños, or Serrano peppers were contacted, as 

organizations that were not directly related to these produce items were not significantly 

involved in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak as sought by this study. 

Limitations 

One limitation to this study was the lack of response from the limited availability of 

public relations practitioners in the produce industry. The produce industry is segmented 
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not only by item, but also by roles, such as growers, shippers, and distributors; many of 

these small segments do not employ a public relations practitioner.  

The time lapse from the actual 2008 Salmonella outbreak to the interviews, which 

were conducted in the summer of 2010, was another limitation to this study. The food 

industry has gone through other food recalls and other foodborne illness scares since the 

2008 outbreak, and the recollection of specific details and events from some public 

relations practitioners that occurred during the 2008 outbreak were not as clear as they 

would have been had the interviews been conducted immediately following the recall. 

National Research Agenda 

This study fits under the National Research Agenda, Research Priority Area 1 in 

Agricultural Communications:  Enhance Decision Making Within the Agricultural 

Sectors of Society (American Association for Agricultural Education, 2007). This priority 

area seeks to analyze the effectiveness of communication efforts and determine the most 

effective way to communicate and disseminate information about high priority 

agricultural issues.  

Summary 

Public relations practitioners often serve as the voice of an organization, especially 

during a crisis. It is vital to the reputation of an organization that a crisis situation be dealt 

with in an accurate and timely manner. In observing public relations practitioners from an 

audience standpoint, it is the goal of this research to understand and collect a multitude of 

information that will give insight into the communication efforts taken during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak. 
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Chapter II 

The purpose of this literature review was to address the research objectives of this study: 

1. Determine public relations practitioners‘ opinions of the effectiveness of their 

organization‘s communication efforts during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  

2. Explore the lessons public relations practitioners‘ learned as a result of their 

involvement in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

3. Describe public relations practitioners‘ perceptions of mass media coverage, 

including frames presented during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

4. Understand risk and crisis communication actions taken by companies impacted 

by the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

This literature review provides background information pertinent to understanding all 

aspects of this study, specifically information on framing, two way symmetrical 

communication, food-borne illnesses, Salmonella, risk and crisis communications, and 

agriculture in the media. 

The 2008 Salmonella outbreak began in April of 2008 when 57 cases were initially 

reported in Texas and New Mexico (U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 2008). The 

cause of the outbreak was first thought to be tomatoes, but was eventually linked to 

Serrano and jalapeño peppers tainted by feces-contaminated irrigation water in Mexico 

(Alonso-Zalvidar, 2008). By August of 2008, an estimated 1,440 people across the 

United States were sickened by the Saintpaul Salmonella strain (Alonso-Zalvidar, 2008). 

 

   Literature  Review   
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Foodborne Illness & Food Safety 

Many people do not think about food safety or foodborne illnesses until they become 

sick after eating contaminated food (CDC, 2009). The Center for Disease Control (2009) 

estimates that 76 million Americans contract a foodborne illness each year, resulting in 

up to 5,000 deaths. Tracking procedures at the local, state, and national level allow the 

CDC to trace the origins of foodborne illness outbreaks to the source of contamination 

from food items to processing facilities to the country of origin (CDC, 2009).  

Sellers and Beattie (2004) found that engaging in certain critical behaviors that 

include keeping foods at proper temperatures, practicing personal hygiene, avoiding cross 

contamination, and cooking foods to appropriate temperatures greatly reduced the risk of 

contracting a foodborne illness. 

Despite rigorous government standards and practices, there is no way to completely 

eliminate pathogens in the food supply that cause illness. It is possible for bacteria to 

survive processing or pasteurization and many times bacteria is picked up during 

transportation, cooking, serving, retail sales, or storage (Partnership for Food Safety 

Education [PFSE], 2006).The diverse American diet and the mass amount of food 

imported and exported each year increases the risk of spreading foodborne illnesses in the 

United States as well as around the world (Buzby, 2001). 

The recent increase in foodborne illness outbreaks involving produce has raised 

consumer awareness about food safety in the United States (Warriner et al., 2009). Media 

coverage of foodborne illness outbreaks often bring into question the safety of the U.S. 

food supply, as well as the causes of the outbreak (Sellers & Beattie, 2004).  While many 
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consumers believe that there has been an increase in the number of foodborne illness 

outbreaks associated with produce specifically, the increase in numbers is due to 

improved monitoring and reporting of outbreaks due to government programs that better 

monitor and track foods as well as efficiently investigating reported incidences of 

foodborne illness (Calvin, 2004). 

Sellers and Beattie (2004) describe an outbreak as two or more reported cases that are 

linked by a common diagnosis and cause. Most factors of foodborne illness are due to 

improper handling practices, which led to the addition of many foods that were not 

typically seen as a foodborne illness threat, such as lettuce and cantaloupe (Sellers & 

Beattie, 2004). In a study examined by Sellers and Beattie (2004), lettuce was 

contaminated by Campylobacter enteritis from an unclean cutting board where poultry 

had previously been cut. 

Salmonella 

Salmonellosis is the food-borne illness that is caused by various strains of Salmonella 

bacteria. Salmonella lives in the intestinal tract and is transmitted from people and 

animals through food contaminated by fecal matter or by a food handler that has come 

into contact with contaminated food (CDC, 2009). The Salmonella bacterium is often 

found in meats, especially poultry, but is also common in raw eggs, milk, vegetables, and 

other food items (PFSE, 2006).  

The onset of Salmonella poisoning usually happens within 12 to 72 hours of ingesting 

the bacteria and symptoms include diarrhea, nausea, vomiting, fever, abdominal cramps, 

and rarely serious complications. The very young, elderly, and those with weakened 
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immune systems are more susceptible to serious side effects that could result in death. It 

is estimated that acute Salmonellosis kills up to 400 people annually in the United States 

(CDC, 2009). To avoid Salmonellosis, The CDC (2009) recommends consumers wash 

their hands after handling raw meat products and after coming into contact with animals, 

specifically reptiles; avoid cross contamination of surfaces and utensils; refrain from 

consuming raw or undercooked meats and unpasteurized dairy products.  

It is estimated that almost 1.4 million people are infected with Salmonella each year 

in the United States, although it is estimated that as few as 2% of cases are reported to the 

CDC annually (PFSE, 2006). Additionally,  the USDA's Economic Research Service 

estimated that the annual cost of Salmonella infection in the United States is $2.14 billion 

dollars (PFSE, 2006). 

Currently the government tracks outbreaks at the state and national level, as well as 

tracking different strains of the bacteria annually. Both the Food and Drug 

Administration (FDA) and the USDA oversee the inspection of pasteurization plants, 

imported food, slaughter practices, and safe animal and food handling practices (CDC, 

2009). 

Public Relations Practitioners 

 The definition of a public relations practitioner varies widely, especially when 

looking at the different areas that public relations work can be divided into. According to 

Berkowitz and Hristodoulakis (1999), there is no definitive definition for public relations 

practitioners because of the variation in job duties amongst different organizations. 

Dozier and Broom (1995) divided public relations practitioners into two roles, the 
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communication manager and the communication technician. The communication 

manager makes organizational decisions, plans and implements communication 

campaigns, and manages public relations technicians (Dozier & Broom, 1995). A 

communication technician will carry out various public relations tasks such as writing 

press releases, maintaining web content, and event coordination, but will not be involved 

in campaign or organizational management or decision making (Dozier & Broom, 1995). 

This study examined the public relations practitioner from the communication 

manager stand point rather than that of the communication technician, although some of 

the duties of the communication manager may overlap into those considered to be the 

responsibilities of a communications technician. According to Tench and Yeomans 

(2006), a communications manager may be responsible for all of the public relations at an 

organization, or may only be responsible for a specialized area of public relations for an 

organization, such as crisis management. 

A public relations practitioner may work for one company or organization and fulfill 

a wide range of public relations duties, and would be considered an in-house practitioner 

(Tench & Yeomans, 2006). According to Fawkes (2004), a public relations practitioner in 

crisis management would be responsible for communicating messages to stakeholders in 

a clear and concise manner as a crisis evolves and changes. Additionally, practitioners 

working for a public relations agency or consultant firm will work with many different 

companies or organizations, often focusing on specific areas of public relations according 

to organization needs (Tench & Yeomans, 2006).When communicating with various 
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publics, a public relations practitioner will use the media they perceive will best aid them 

in accomplishing the communication task at hand (Kelleher, 2001).  

The media richness theory states that face-to-face communication is the richest form 

of communication, followed by telephone contact, voice mail, emails, written forms of 

communication such as letters, and fliers (Kelleher, 2001). Grunig (1992) found that 

when public relations practitioners served in the communication manager position, two-

way symmetrical communications were implemented more frequently and required 

practitioners to give and receive feedback from stakeholders and the organization. 

Kelleher (2001) said  ―face-to-face communication allows communicators to exchange 

immediate feedback, vary their tone of voice, use body language and visual aids, and 

precisely tailor communication for specific individuals,‖ (p. 306) whereas other various 

forms of media such as those mentioned earlier limit at least one or more of those 

abilities.  

In a study on the relationship between public relations roles and media choices, 

Kelleher (2001) found that due to their job responsibilities, communication managers 

spent more time using oral communication channels than communication technicians did, 

whereas technicians used more traditional forms of written communication, such as 

memos and press releases. The study also found that communication managers and 

technicians alike use email to communicate, mostly with individuals they are already in 

contact with, although managers reported a greater amount of email flow (Kelleher, 

2001). 
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Risk and Crisis Communications 

Ferrante (2010) defined risk as ―the probability of undesired effects arising from 

exposure to a hazard‖ (p. 38). Risk communications involves the communication between 

groups and organizations to assess a risk or a potential risk (Lundgren & McMakin, 

2004). 

Risk communications examine possible crisis situations and how a potential crisis 

would be handled, while crisis communications involve handling an actual crisis or crisis 

situation in which immediate action is required. The role of crisis communications is to 

deliver information to various audiences to recover from a crisis, prevent a future crisis, 

or to uphold a certain reputation (Ferrante, 2010). 

In order to effectively use and disseminate risk communication messages, it is 

important to understand how these messages are perceived by an audience. Ferrante 

(2010) listed seven steps for developing effective and appropriate risk and crisis methods: 

1. Involve the public— The public must feel involved and that their concerns are 

addressed before they will respond in a specific manner to the crisis. 

2. Plan and evaluate efforts— Before delivering the message, the audience, 

message goals, type of message, outrage level, and other measures must be 

considered and defined to deliver the most appropriate message for the 

situation. 

3. Listen to public concerns— An audience must feel that their concerns are 

valid to an organization before they will consider the organization trustworthy 

and credible. 
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4. Be honest and open— this helps in gaining the trust of an audience, which is 

difficult to gain if lost. 

5. Collaborate with other credible sources— relaying opposing messages 

between organizations cause audience members to choose sides and can be 

detrimental to all involved. Collaborating with other organizations can benefit 

all involved, even if goals differ. 

6. Meet media needs— Understanding media needs will help to ensure that 

messages covered by the media are messages the individual or organization 

wishes to relay to the audience. 

7. Speak clearly and with compassion— The messages presented to the audience 

must be clear, especially if an organization wants audience members to take 

certain actions. Additionally, an audience must feel that the organization 

cares, especially if death or destruction is involved. 

Eyck (2000) stated that the media tend to focus on crisis situations, especially when 

related to food safety or a foodborne illness outbreak. Additionally, the media tend to 

exaggerate and sensationalize certain risks, especially when mortality rates are involved 

(Gauthier, 2010).  

Risk and crisis communications are especially important to public relations 

practitioners working for organizations involved in the health and safety of their audience 

(Motta & Palenchar, n.d.).  During a crisis, a public relations practitioner‘s primary 

responsibility is media relations in which multiple communications must be upheld, 

especially an organization‘s relationship with stakeholders (Coombs, 2007). Risk and 
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crisis communications offer two different definitions and actions, but are inherently 

related because a crisis can be caused by a lack of or poor risk communication (Ulmer, 

Sellnow, & Seeger, 2007). 

Many times, current crises are impacted by past related crises, and an organization 

should guide the communication efforts of a crisis using information gathered from the 

past (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). In using information from past crises to guide an 

organization during a crisis, an organization minimizes the reputational threat caused by 

crises. The reputational threat presented by crises directly relates to the degree of 

responsibility of a crisis that stakeholders hold an organization to (Coombs, 2004). 

Despite this, a crisis can actually have a positive outcome for an organization and often 

leads to growth and improvement of an organization (Ulmer et al., 2007). According to 

Fombrun and van Riel (2004), an organization‘s reputation is built upon the experiences 

of the organization and its stakeholders, both negative and positive. A crisis threatens an 

organization‘s reputation by emphasizing the organization to a greater degree, which in 

turn demands greater emphasis be placed on crisis management to maintain an 

organization‘s reputation (Barton, 2001; Coombs & Holladay, 2002). 

Many organizations go through periods of negative events, but there are three 

characteristics Hermann (1963) said make a crisis unique from other negative 

occurrences: surprise, threat, and short response time.  Ulmer et al. (2007) described an 

organizational crisis as ―a specific, unexpected, and non-routine event or series of events 

that create high levels of uncertainty and threaten or are perceived to threaten an 

organization‘s high-priority goals‖ (p.7).  There are two types of organizational crises 
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identified by Ulmer et al. (2007): intentional crises- those that are purposely started to 

harm an organization, such as terrorism, workplace violence and unethical leadership, 

and unintentional crises- caused by unforeseeable or unavoidable circumstances 

including natural disasters, product failure, or foodborne illnesses. Unintentional crises 

create a great degree of uncertainty amongst stakeholders as well as the public; because 

of this, Ulmer et al. proposed ten lessons for reducing uncertainty during a foodborne 

illness outbreak: 

 Lesson 1: An organization must remember and accept that a crisis is 

unexpected and can occur rapidly. 

 Lesson 2: The response of an organization to a crisis should not be routine but 

rather unique to the crisis at hand. 

 Lesson 3: The threat of a crisis is perceptual. 

 Lesson 4: An organization must communicate immediately and as often as 

possible throughout the duration of the crisis, even if the organization does not 

have critical information. 

 Lesson 5: An organization should not withhold or alter any information to 

their publics in an attempt to be ambiguous. 

 Lesson 6: Preparations should be made by the organization to defend evidence 

or facts presented during the crisis. 

 Lesson 7: If an organization does not operate with good intentions, recovery 

from the crisis is nearly impossible. 
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 Lesson 8: If the organization does not believe the crisis responsibility relies 

with them, a case should be presented as to who should take the crisis 

responsibility and why. 

 Lesson 10: The crisis at hand will require the organization to examine 

business practices. 

Crisis management, as described by Tench & Yeomans (2006), is the preparation 

of an organization before a crisis, management during a crisis, and finally the re-

establishment of trust by an organization‘s stakeholders after a crisis. According to 

Fearne-Banks (2002), there are five stages of a crisis that an organization will go through:  

 Detection— An organization observes and is aware of possible warning signs. 

 Preparation/prevention— An organization develops plans based upon the 

warning signs presented. 

 Containment— the organization takes steps to minimize and stop the crisis 

and its effects. 

 Recovery— The organization attempts to return to standard operating 

procedures. 

 Learning— The evaluation of the crisis effects and how the organization can 

use this information in the future. 

The media is often the first to find out about a crisis, and the first to share with the 

public. It is imperative that an organization communicate with the media effectively, and 

should have a crisis spokesperson or spokespeople on hand to speak with the media. The 

media will want to know general facts about the crisis, but a spokesperson should be 
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prepared to answer potentially hard to answer or very direct questions about the 

organization and its role in the crisis (Bland, 1998). Tench and Yeomans (2006) identify 

the 5C model for public relations practitioners to follow when addressing the media: 

 Concern— The organization and spokesperson should show genuine concern 

for the crisis at hand and the people affected by the crisis. 

 Clarity— The organization should only release clear and concise messages 

that should begin immediately. 

 Control— The spokesperson should always be in control of the information 

given to the media as well as all other aspects of the message, such as the 

environment. 

 Confidence— The message portrayed by the spokesperson should be 

delivered with confidence that the crisis can and will be resolved, but should 

not lack concern. 

 Competence— The spokesperson must relay to the media that the 

organization is fully capable of resolving the crisis in an effective manner. 

During a crisis, effective communication has proven to be vital in successful crisis 

management campaigns. There are many examples of poor communication by an 

organization during a crisis, such as the Exxon Valdez oil spill, in which organizations are 

negatively impacted by their own communications, or lack thereof (Marra, 2008). A 

crisis calls for the almost immediate response of an organization to many different 

audiences, including stakeholders, media, and the public, and each segment wants and 

needs key questions answered (Henry, 2000). An organization should always be prepared 
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for a crisis, even if they have never had to face one. Tench and Yeomans (2006) 

identified three crucial steps in crisis preparation: conducting a crisis audit, preparing a 

crisis management plan or manual, and practicing crisis training. In doing a crisis audit, 

an organization determines their strengths, weaknesses, and vulnerabilities while also 

identifying key stakeholders, a potential crisis management team, and potential crisis 

situations (Heath & Coombs, 2006). According to Tench and Yeomans (2006), a crisis 

manual or crisis communication plan will include contacts for key stakeholders, media 

contacts, key audience messages, crisis team members and responsibilities, and brief lists 

of tasks to be performed in the face of a crisis. A crisis management plan is not a long 

document, but serves as more of a general guide that can be tailored to the crisis (Henry, 

2000). 

If no crisis communication plan is in place and no information is provided by an 

organization, the media will fill the void with what they believe is pertinent, even if it 

may harm an organization (Coombs, 2007). A crisis communication plan ensures that the 

correct message reaches all applicable and appropriate audiences at the correct time; in 

doing this, an organization will be able to take control of a situation and potentially 

minimize the damages caused by a crisis (Campbell, 1999). According to Leighton and 

Shelton (2008), a crisis team should consist of at least two spokespeople, the CEO or 

owner of the organization, the in-house communication manager, and some or all of the 

public relations team, depending on the depth of the crisis. Each team member will be a 

part of a group and will have certain responsibilities. Many organizations divide their 

crisis teams into three groups— the spokespeople act as the mouth of the organization; 
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the crisis committee is made up of three to five individuals that determine what actions 

need to be taken when and how they will be taken; and the doers act as the hands of the 

organization and put the actions into motion by engaging in the actual labor of what has 

been planned (Leighton & Shelton, 2008).  

Finally, an organization must determine how it will communicate internally so that all 

other aspects of the crisis communication plan will work (Ulmer et al., 2007). A crisis 

communication plan enables an organization to be proactive which in turn puts the 

organization in a position to be in control when a crisis strikes, as an organization moves 

along in a crisis situation, the plan should allow it to adapt to any and all changes while 

also protecting itself (Leighton & Shelton, 2008). 

Agriculture in the Media 

The safety of the U.S. food supply is questioned by consumers each time a recall or 

story about food safety is presented in the media. The attitudes and behaviors of 

consumers about food safety in the United States have been swayed by the media due to 

recent coverage of various foodborne illness outbreaks (Verbeke, 2005). Consumers tend 

to misjudge actual risks of food safety issues when compared to expert opinions of the 

same risk issues, and little correlation exists between the perceived risk and the actual 

risk to consumers (Verbeke, 2005). Many times, it seems that stories related to foodborne 

illness are sensationalized in the media to the point that consumers have little faith in the 

U.S. food system despite the measures put in place by the FDA to protect them. 

Anderson (2000) reported that the ―relationship between the media, food industry and 

the consumer is probably at its lowest point‖ (p. 254) and is a relationship of mistrust as 
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many food safety stories are polarized by the media. Consumers many times misinterpret 

information presented by the media concerning food safety issues and may have minimal 

understanding of food safety standards and practices (Almanza, Nelson, & Lee, 2003).  

 A Dateline story on food safety in cafeterias that aired in 2004 was found to be 

biased when Dateline exaggerated and portrayed to viewers a minor percentage of 

schools not following correct procedures, but failed to recognize and report that the 

majority of schools in the School Nutrition Association [SNA] met or exceeded set 

standards (SNA, NBC News, 2004). Information presented by the media in this manner 

misguides consumers and leads them to make generalized assumptions about the food 

supply based upon one or two media stories that garnered national attention. Almanza, 

Nelson, and Lee (2003) found that restaurant inspection reports in the news included only 

certain information regarding the results of an inspection and excluded other information 

not presented to consumers, and media reporting of inspection results may cause undue 

concerns from the consumer. Food safety issues are often portrayed negatively in the 

media because every major and minor outbreak is reported by the news media (Riddle, 

2007).   

One highly publicized case in the media involved Oprah Winfrey and the beef 

industry. After discussing mad cow disease on her show and stating that she would never 

again consume beef, the price of beef dramatically decreased and Winfrey was eventually 

sued by beef farmers who claimed the media coverage of her show and the show itself 

were to blame for the profit losses of the industry (Brookes, 2000). 
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―Consumers want to know that their food is safe, not that their food is as safe as 

possible,‖ (Anderson, 2000), yet consumers are expected to accept that eating bears the 

risk of contracting a foodborne illness, which in rare cases, could result in death. 

Anderson (2000) suggested that a working relationship should be attempted between the 

media and the food industry in which a mutual respect is obtained so that consumer fears 

may be reduced as communication efforts between the two industries increases.  

  Additionally, Eyck (2000) found that while food safety issues were only conveyed 

to the public when there was a crisis, the media were still a valuable source when 

relaying messages about food safety to the public. Eyck (2000) suggested that the media 

could be used as an educational source for the public about food safety issues, and not 

just as a source for crisis information. 

A 2009 study conducted by Rutgers University Food Policy Institute examined 

the public response during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. This study found that 

communication efforts taken during the outbreak received a significant amount of 

coverage and attention, but were often confusing to consumers. The study found that 66% 

of survey respondents first heard about the Salmonella outbreak from television reports, 

other sources of information included the radio and Internet (Cuite, Schefske, Randolf, 

Hooker, Nucci, & Hallman, 2009). After hearing about the initial outbreak, consumers 

found FDA warnings confusing as to which tomatoes were safe to eat, with only 52% of 

respondents confident they knew which varieties were safe to eat and which were not 

(Cuite et al., 2009). 
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Framing Studies in the Food Industry 

Americans are growing increasingly worried about the safety of their food supply. 

How this information is presented to the consumer by the media and the effects it has on 

consumer thinking has come into question (Binkley, Ghiselli, & Lester, 2006). Food 

safety is not addressed in the media unless there is a pressing issue, such as an illness 

outbreak or a recall that requires media coverage, thus making it important to understand 

how these events are framed by the mass media and how they affect consumer attitudes 

(Binkley, Ghiselli, & Lester 2006). 

Iyengar (1991) found that depending on how a story was presented, individuals were 

affected differently in what they thought about a story given the frame. Individuals may 

or may not possess a schema, which is a collection of prior knowledge of a subject based 

upon experience, and affects how an individual will interpret new information on a 

particular topic. Information about food safety may be presented in a way that an 

individual‘s opinion is swayed because of a lack of previous knowledge of the subject 

(Binkley, Ghiselli, & Lester, 2006). 

The way foodborne illnesses are presented and framed in the media often portray 

controversial and or conflicting messages about the issue at hand (Gauthier, 2010). 

Studies have shown that the media often exaggerate foodborne illness risks by presenting 

illnesses with high death rates or very specific and rare illnesses. Consumers are often 

confused by the different types of frames presented to them during an outbreak of a 

foodborne illness, especially when the consumer has limited prior knowledge of the issue 

presented (Gauthier, 2010). 
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A framing analysis of the news stories presented during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak, Irlbeck and Akers (2009) found that the frames presented ranged from accurate 

descriptions of details to personal opinion frames that could have possibly influenced 

audience members.  The study found that the frames presented by the media during the 

Salmonella outbreak were accurate and did not portray the food or agriculture industry in 

a negative manner (Irlbeck & Akers, 2009). 

Framing Studies in Public Relations 

 Frames are tools that can be use in public relations to mediate policy both inside 

and outside of an organization. Framing is a frequently used tool in public relations to 

shift attention from a problem to the solution of the problem instead (Knight, 1999). 

Knight (1999) stated that ―framing can help to define and solve problems, shape public 

opinion, increase the productivity of interpersonal negotiations, and serve as the 

foundation for public discourse‖ (p. 383). The frames chosen and presented by public 

relations practitioners will portray the practitioner as a business person or simply the 

bearer of bad news.  

Hallahan (1999) explained that a concise definition of framing and the framing 

theory is not clear and over 1,000 definitions have been used to describe framing. Seven 

models of framing were identified by Hallahan‘s (1999) study: the framing of situations, 

attributes, choices, actions, issues, responsibility, and news. The following four frames 

are specifically addressed and apply to this study as explained by Hallahan (1999): 

 Situation framing— described by Culbert and McDonough (1990) as the process 

by which managers at all levels attempt to impose their version of reality on 
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situations. This can be applied to public relations so that all organizations 

involved will benefit from the outcome. This study will aid in determining if 

practitioners during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak imposed their opinions and 

perceptions of the outbreak on their organization. 

 Issues framing— a situation or issue is defined differently by various 

organizations that are competing for the use of their specific definition. It is the 

job of a public relations practitioner to control all aspects of an issue, from 

development to maturity, to ensure that presented frames are accurate and will not 

harm the organization. The researcher is interested in determining how 

practitioners in the study perceived the framing of the produce industry during the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

 Responsibility framing— Who will take the responsibility or blame based upon 

internal and external factors, stability, and control? Responsibility framing is 

especially important in risk and crisis communications as an organization must 

choose to accept or deny responsibility and then devise a plan of action 

accordingly. In conducting this study, the researcher will examine the feelings of 

public relations practitioners about the responsibility of the crisis. 

 News framing- What familiar themes the media will use to portray an event or 

issue? Public relations practitioners supply almost half of all information 

presented in the media and therefore must endure that the frame will create 

interest as well as portray the event or issue in the manner that their organization 

wishes to be framed in. One of the objectives of this study aimed to identify the 
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perceptions of public relations practitioners about the news frames presented 

during the 2008 outbreak . 

Of the frames presented to the media by public relations practitioners, some are 

picked up and adopted while others are passed over and go un-used, even if the 

information in the frame is accurate (Knight, 1999). Framing is used in short term 

practice by public relations practitioners, such as writing press releases or dealing 

with various publics, but  could also have an important role in the long term 

application of public relations, especially when dealing with controversial issues 

(Knight, 1999). 

Excellence Theory 

The excellence theory (Grunig and Hunt, 1984) stresses two-way symmetrical 

communication between an organization and its stakeholders. Ulmer, Sellnow, and 

Seeger (2007) identified ―stakeholders as internal or external groups that can have an 

impact on the organization‖ (p. 36). It is necessary for an organization not only to be 

familiar with, but to also have a relationship with its stakeholders, especially in the face 

of a crisis so that the organization is not attempting to communicate with a stakeholder it 

knows very little about (Ulmer et al., 2007). 

A study done by Cooper (2009) found that an organization practicing two-way 

symmetrical communications with its stakeholders can effectively protect its reputation 

during a crisis. This study showed that two-way symmetrical communications was the 

most effective form of communications when an organization needs to communicate with 

active stakeholders, such as consumers, over controversial issues (Cooper, 2009). 
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 Public relations practitioners roles are to ―serve as mediators between organizations 

and their publics,‖ where the goal is ―mutual understanding between organizations and 

their publics,‖ (Grunig & Hunt, 1984, p. 22). Ferguson (1984) stated that the relationship 

between an organization and its stakeholders irrefutably links public relations and 

organization effectiveness. This research study examined the relationship between an 

organization and its stakeholders through the communications used during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak to determine the impact on organization effectiveness. 

Bowen (2005) condensed the principles of excellence theory into eight categories that 

allow an organization to be more effective.  Of these, the potential to practice the ideal 

model is a principle that is applicable to this study. Public relations practitioners at an 

organization must be able to act as a manger and be able to understand public relations 

research and managerial concepts in order to utilize two-way symmetrical 

communications (Bowen, 2005).  

Vercic (1996) summarized 10 key principles related to excellent public relations 

based upon the finding from the excellence study: 

1. Public relations involves strategic management— An organization must mange 

internal and external communications strategically to key audiences to maximize 

opportunities. 

2. Public relations is guided by the use of senior management— Senior management 

is appointed and has the power to make important decisions regarding 

communications in the organization. 
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3. Public relations is an integrated department— All public relations areas are 

integrated into one department to best meet the needs of the organization. 

4. Public relations management is separate— Public relations should be a separate 

department in an organization and not a supporting department to another, such as 

the marketing department to best serve the organization. 

5. A manager directs the public relations department— A communications manager, 

rather than a technician, should direct the public relations as he or she is the most 

knowledgeable.  

6. Two-way symmetrical communication model is used— Excellent public relations 

departments incorporate this communications to ensure a mutually beneficial 

relationship between the organization and its stakeholders. 

7. Symmetrical internal communication is incorporated— Symmetrical 

communications between managers and technicians allow for effective 

communication internally that aids external communication efforts. 

8. Knowledgeable managers— Mangers and senior management is composed of 

professionals who are educated in symmetrical communications. 

9. Diversity amongst roles— individuals in the manager and technician roles should 

be diverse in order to communicate with diverse audiences. 

10. An organization strives for excellence— Departments employing excellent public 

relations internally and externally strive for excellence by allowing a participative 

environment. 
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This study will examine whether or not any of the represented organizations 

employed and of these principles. The participants of this study were selected based upon 

their role as a communications manager rather than a technician, and it will be 

determined if the participants and their organizations communicated in a two-way 

symmetrical manner with their stakeholders. 

Summary 

 This chapter provided valuable background information about the various 

components of this research study. The researcher was able to utilize this literature 

review in analyzing and interpreting the data produced by this study. Other research 

studies were also cited where applicable in order to provide support to the findings and 

conclusions of this study. 
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Chapter III 

The purpose of this research study was to gain insight into the perceptions and 

opinions of public relations practitioners and the communication actions they participated 

in during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. This chapter will describe the chosen research 

methods and data analysis of this study.  

Due to the nature of this study and the analysis of perceptions and opinions, 

qualitative research was chosen so the researcher would be able to delve into the 

communications efforts of public relations practitioners in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak 

to a greater depth.  

Restatement of Research Objectives 

 As stated in Chapter I, the following research objectives were developed to guide 

this study in examining and understanding the perceptions of public relations 

practitioners about the risk and crisis communications used during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak. 

1. Determine public relations practitioners‘ opinions of the effectiveness of 

their organization‘s communication efforts during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak.  

2. Explore the lessons public relations practitioners‘ learned as a result of 

their involvement in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

  Methodology   
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3. Describe public relations practitioners‘ perceptions of mass media 

coverage, including frames presented during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak. 

4. Understand risk and crisis communication actions taken by companies 

impacted by the 2008 Salmonella outbreak 

Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research can be described as the ―collection, organization, and 

interpretation of textual material derived from talk or observation,‖ (Malterud, 2001, p. 

483). Traditionally, qualitative research is associated with the social sciences, and due to 

the lack of numbers and hard evidence, is sometimes regarded as invalid when compared 

to quantitative research (Berg, 2009). Qualitative researchers seek to interpret an event, 

phenomenon, or experience through the subject‘s perceptions (Merriam, 1998). 

Naturalism, which ―seeks rich descriptions and interaction as they exist and unfold in 

their native habitats,‖ (Gubrium & Holstein, 1997, p. 6) is one of the founding constructs 

of qualitative research.  

Case Studies 

The purpose of a case study is ―to gain an in-depth understanding of the situation 

and meaning for those involved,‖ (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). Case studies present a thick 

description and analysis of the circumstances and individuals involved (Smith, 1978). A 

case study may be chosen when a researcher is interested in defining and explaining 

subjective factors such as perceptions, answering a specific question such as ―why,‖ or 

investigating a process (Merriam, 1998). Yin (2003) explained that qualitative data 
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cannot be described through numerical data, but should be described by events, 

perceptions, attitudes, and categorical data. As the purpose of this research study is to 

examine the risk and crisis efforts taken by public relations practitioners during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak, a case study was appropriate. 

The specific characteristics of a case study can be used to define the study as 

particularistic, descriptive, or heuristic (Merriam, 1998). This case study examined the 

risk and crisis communications used in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak and how those 

actions could be applied to future related crises. This research also identified efforts that 

were effective and were not. Therefore this study fits the characteristics of a 

particularistic case study. A particularistic case study will focus on a specific event or 

situation to examine what the study will find about the event, as well as the specific 

meaning of the study findings (Merriam, 1998). Miles and Huberman (1994) found that 

in defining a case study, a researcher must have clearly defined boundaries that state what 

will and will not be studied. This case study specifically examines the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak and the public relations practitioners who were directly involved with 

communication efforts during the outbreak on behalf of a company or organization in the 

tomato industry. Practitioners who were not involved in communication efforts related to 

the tomato industry during the 2008 outbreak or companies not directly impacted by the 

outbreak were excluded from this study, as were other foodborne illness crises.  

Merriam (1998) stated that there are no set methods for data collection or data 

analysis in case study research, but the research design should allow for description and 

explanation as they pertain to the set research objectives. While a case study can provide 
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rich insight, it is also susceptible to limitations that could affect the validity of the study. 

Guba and Lincoln (1981) found that case studies are capable of skewing a reader‘s 

interpretation of the case findings because a situation can be embellished upon or 

understated. The researcher is the primary instrument in a case study; therefore, the study 

can be influenced by the subjectivity or bias of the researcher (Merriam, 1998). In 

relation to researcher bias, Guba and Lincoln (1981) stated than a researcher may engage 

in unethical practices by reporting only data that aligns with the researcher‘s ideas.  

Trustworthiness 

In qualitative research where the researcher is considered the instrument, 

trustworthiness becomes an issue of concern for the validity and reliability of a study 

(Yin, 2003). Subjectivity refers to the thoughts and feelings of the researcher about the 

data and study that could negatively affect the study if incorporated in the data or analysis 

of the data (Niekerk & Savin-Baden, 2010). For this reason, it is imperative for the 

validity of a qualitative research study that the researcher states his or her subjectivities to 

ensure trustworthiness. In relation to reliability and validity, Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

created a set of terms that better defined these terms and their applications in qualitative 

research: ―credibility in place of internal validity, transferability in place of external 

validity, dependability in place of reliability, and confirmability in place of objectivity‖ 

(p. 219). Niekerk and Savin-Baden (2010) offer current definitions of these terms: 

1. Credibility— The belief that the research findings were presented and recorded 

truthfully by the researcher 
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2. Transferability— The ability of the research findings to be replicated in another 

similar study based upon the information provided by the researcher 

3. Dependability— The thought that the research will be reliable and can be trusted 

over time  

4. Confirmability— The notion that the researcher remained neutral and refrained 

from implying his or her bias on the study 

Both Merriam (1998) and Niekerk and Savin-Baden (2010) reference triangulation, 

member checks, researcher‘s biases, peer examination, and audit trails as methods of  

ensuring trustworthiness in a qualitative study. As this research study is a thesis, it was 

reviewed by a committee and was examined for any misguided information. 

Additionally, the researcher stated her subjectivities in the study, and also kept an audit 

trail so that the study may be replicated in the future. 

Researcher Subjectivity 

 The researcher has a background in both agriculture and communications, and 

tended to sympathize with agricultural producers. While the researcher has no direct ties 

to the produce industry, the researcher has strong feelings about the agricultural industry 

and its role in supplying food to the United States and other countries.  

 Another potential bias of the researcher occurred when speaking with interview 

subjects. The researcher felt some subjects had a thorough understanding of what 

happened during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, while others seemed angry about how 

the FDA and CDC handled the crisis, but did not have a grasp of the entire scope of the 

outbreak.  
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Interviews 

 Charmaz (2003) described qualitative interviewing as ―an open-ended, in-depth 

exploration of an aspect of life about which the interviewee has substantial experience, 

often combined with considerable insight,‖ (p. 312). This study sought to investigate the 

perceptions and opinions of public relations practitioners in the produce industry, thus 

making interviews an appropriate source to gather the in-depth data sought. Interviews 

are especially pertinent forms of gathering information when researchers want to examine 

the perceptions of subjects (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 

Berg (2009) described three types of interview structures— standardized, 

semistandardized, and unstandardized. A semistandardized interview is composed of a 

series of predetermined questions, but the interviewer may stray from those questions 

depending on the interviewee and may also alter interview questions from interview to 

interview as needed (Berg, 2009). This study utilized a semistandardized interview, 

where the interview questions were composed ahead of time based upon the research 

objectives of the study. During the interviews, the researcher asked additional, non-

scripted questions where probing was needed to better suit the interviewee. 

 The researcher followed the suggestions of Patton (2002) and Berg (2009) and 

used a schedule outline for the interview, composing broad topics to be covered in the 

interview and then developing specific questions to be asked, both guided by the research 

objectives set forth by this study. Berg suggested that the sequence of interview questions 

go from nonthreatening questions such as demographics, to semi-sensitive questions, then 

the most sensitive questions, and finally to validating questions if needed. Additionally, 
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the researcher used a transitional phrase between each set of questions to ensure that the 

interviewee was aware of the topic of the questions being asked (Berg, 2009).   

While face-to-face interviews allow for greater examination of non-verbal cues 

and in some cases facilitate greater depth of responses, telephone interviews are more 

practical and allow greater uniformity in interview delivery (Charmaz, 2003). Telephone 

interviews allow researchers to contact individuals in other areas when travel to the 

interviewee is not possible. The interviews for this study were conducted by telephone 

because travel was not funded for this study, nor would time allow for travel to the 

various locations of interviewees across the United States. Berg (2009) stated that 

telephone interviews were most efficient when the interview consisted of precise and 

preconceived questions, validating the need for a semistandardized interview format 

regarding this research study. 

Research Design 

Data Collection 

In abiding by university policies, the researcher followed the guidelines set forth 

by the Office of Research Services. Before beginning this study, the researcher requested 

approval of the study from the IRB. A copy of the IRB approval form can be found in 

Appendix A. As suggested by Berg (2009), the researcher contacted interview subjects by 

e-mail or telephone to build rapport, provide study information, and request a telephone 

interview. A copy of the initial contact e-mail can be found in Appendix B. Subjects who 

agreed to do the interview were then sent a consent form by e-mail informing them that 

the study was voluntary, they would remain anonymous throughout the duration of the 
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study, there were no foreseen ill effects by participating, the study would be recorded, 

and that at any time they would be able to stop the interview. The consent form may be 

viewed in Appendix C. 

This aided the researcher in developing trust with the subjects by reiterating that 

all interviews would be confidential, meaning any and all identifying factors would be 

removed from the research so that no subject would be identifiable in any part of the 

research (Berg, 2009). Additionally, before each interview began, the researcher went 

over the form again and asked all interview subjects if they consented to these conditions 

and if there were any questions. All interview subjects consented to both the interview 

and the recording of the interview. 

Sampling  

 In qualitative research, purposeful sampling, a type of nonprobabilistic sampling, 

is often used to select a specific sample that the researcher needs in order to fully 

understand and meet the needs of the study (Patton, 1990). When conducting purposeful 

sampling, the researcher will determine which characteristics or traits are needed for the 

sample and will then go about locating subjects that fit the sample criterion (Merriam, 

1998). For this case study, the researcher sought public relations practitioners who 

worked in the produce industry, specifically in tomatoes, jalapeños, or Serrano peppers, 

and who were involved in communications efforts during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

The researcher located the subjects using the Google search tool, and researched various 

databases available through the university library, using these search terms: 2008 
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Salmonella outbreak, tomato growers, tomato associations, produce associations, and 

tomato group. 

While Yin (2003) stated that a case study may include as little as one interview 

provided the data were extremely rich, the researcher did not feel that the interviews 

conducted from the initial subject contact met the needs of the study, as only four 

practitioners agreed to an interview out of the 20 contacted. Due to the lack of subject 

response and a small sample size, the researcher used discriminant sampling, which 

according to Irlbeck (2009) is appropriate to employ when the researcher is seeking a 

greater depth of information and the exact subjects are not available, but subjects in 

related fields are available. Snowball sampling, in which participants in a study are asked 

to refer other possible participants to the researcher, was also employed in this study and 

yielded three interviews (Merriam, 1998). 

The researcher experienced trouble locating subjects and contact information for 

potential interviewees. Due to this problem, the researcher turned to the social media 

website Twitter to search for subjects. The researcher used hash tags to search for 

information related to produce, tomatoes, agriculture, risk and crisis communications, and 

public relations. The Twitter search led the researcher to several possible interview 

contacts that were then contacted via e-mail. The researcher then sent out another e-mail 

requesting interviews of the individuals located on Twitter who worked in the produce 

industry. As a result, the researcher was able to add five interviews, including two food 

safety experts and a corporate executive officer to bring the interview total to nine 

subjects. 
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Interviews 

As previously stated, the researcher had a transcript of the semistandardized 

interview as outlined by Berg (2009) that consisted of 20 questions that were categorized 

by demographic questions, 2008 Salmonella outbreak questions, media questions, and 

risk and crisis communication questions. A copy of the questioning guide may be viewed 

in Appendix D. 

Interviews averaged about 30 minutes in length, and all interviews were recorded 

using a digital recorder, an advantage to telephone interviewing (Berg, 2009). Holstein 

and Gubrium (2003) stated that researchers have a relationship with the data, and 

therefore it was beneficial for the researcher to transcribe the interviews as quickly as 

possible. With this in mind, the researcher transcribed each interview as soon as possible 

after the interview. In keeping with the confidentiality guidelines proposed by Berg 

(2009), the researcher was the only individual who transcribed data for this research.  

Analysis 

As previously stated, the interviews were transcribed verbatim, to make ―data 

available in textual form for subsequent coding and analysis,‖ (Poland, 2003, p. 267). The 

data were then coded using the software program, NVivo. In coding data, the researcher 

moves from ―description toward conceptualization of that description‖ (Charmaz, 2003, 

p. 319). 

Berg (2009) illustrated that coding is similar to a funnel; a researcher will begin 

with broad concepts that are inclusive of all themes, which is open coding. Eventually, 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Palmer, December 2010 
 

46 
 

when open coding themes no longer present themselves, the researcher will move on to 

axial coding, which is detailed coding relating to a certain category (Strauss, 1987). 

The results of this data analysis are described in Chapter IV.  

Summary 

This chapter outlined qualitative research, case studies, and interviews and how 

they pertain to this research study. This research study examined the perceptions of 

public relations practitioners during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, and selection of the 

research and research methods allowed the researcher the greatest amount of depth for 

data collection. Additionally, the research design, data collection, and data analysis of 

this study were discussed. 
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Chapter IV 

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of public relations 

practitioners about the 2008 Salmonella crisis, as well as the risk and crisis 

communications used during the outbreak. The findings of this study portray the thoughts 

and opinions of each interviewee. While not all interviewees are public relations 

practitioners by title, all acted in the role of practitioner at their company or organization 

during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  

 It is important to note that at the time of the interviews, the Salmonella outbreak 

had occurred more than two years ago. The food industry has gone through several 

recalls since the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, including a nationwide recall of eggs due to 

Salmonella contamination, which happened during the time the interviews were 

conducted.  The researcher made every effort to ensure that all responses to the interview 

questions related directly to the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  

 This study was guided by the following research objectives and findings are 

discussed as they pertain to each research objective. 

1. Determine public relations practitioners‘ opinions of the effectiveness of their 

organization‘s communication efforts during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  

2. Explore the lessons public relations practitioners‘ learned as a result of their 

involvement in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

3. Describe public relations practitioners‘ perceptions of mass media coverage, 

including frames presented during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

 Findings  
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4. Understand risk and crisis communication actions taken by companies impacted 

by the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

Description of Participants 

 A brief description of each of the participants is given to provide a background of 

the participants and allow for greater insight into their responses. Each participant was 

given a pseudonym upon transcription to adhere to the confidentiality of the study. 

Sheldon 

Sheldon is the corporate director of communications at a grocery chain in the 

South. He has been in been in public relations more than 30 years, and his been at his 

current position for over six years. 

Penny 

 Penny has been in the public relations field for 11 years and currently serves as 

the director of public affairs at a produce trade association in the Southeast. 

Brianne 

 Brianne is in charge of issues management at a nonprofit organization that 

represents farmers in a Western state. She has been involved in public relations in the 

produce industry for more than 18 years. 

Norah 

 While Norah currently works for a private public relations firm, she was the vice 

president of communications at a national trade organization during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak. She has spent the past 15 years in public relations. 
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Tim  

 Tim is the director of food safety at a tomato re-packing facility in the North. He 

also serves as the company‘s public relations liaison, and dealt with the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak at his company. 

Orson 

 Orson is the chief executive officer of a company that grows, packs, and ships 

produce across the United States. He also serves as the public relations practitioner at his 

company because of his background and experience in media relations. 

Susanne 

 Susanne is currently the executive vice president of communications and chief 

operating officer at an international trade organization.  She has worked in 

communications for 20 years and has extensive training in crisis communications. 

Bill  

Bill is the vice president of food safety at a produce distribution company. His 

company does not have a public relations practitioner, so he fills this role because of his 

food safety knowledge. 

Maureen 

 Maureen currently serves at the director of communications at an agricultural 

trade organization in the West. She has worked in the public relations field for 30 years, 

but has only been involved in the produce industry for three years. 
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Findings in Relation to Research Objective 1 

 Research objective one sought to determine public relations practitioners‘ 

opinions of the effectiveness of their organization‘s communication efforts during the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak. Four main themes emerged from the data in relation to 

Objective 1: communication goals, effective communication, ineffective communication, 

and organization success during the 2008 Salmonella Outbreak. 

Communication Goals 

When discussing overall organizational effectiveness with participants, many 

made reference to their goals and discussed their level of success in relation to their 

communication goals. In order for an organization to communicate effectively during a 

crisis, the organization must develop communication goals as they relate to their 

stakeholders (Ferrante, 2010). 

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): Our goal is always to resolve it 
quickly, with minimum sales and market disruption. That is always the goal of any 
of our issue or crisis management. 

 
  Many of the subjects reflected their concern for both public health as well as 

stakeholder well-being in their communication goals for their message platforms used 

while mitigating the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. Many of the organizations emphasized 

the need of the organization to get information out quickly to consumers, stakeholders, 

and industry counterparts, so that all concerned would be able to make educated 

decisions. 

NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): The communication goals were to number 
one, above everything else, protect public health. Number two was to help our 
members, those affected by it, and to help those members get through it the best 
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they can from a business perspective. Number three, to keep the larger industry 
even beyond those companies that were impacted, to keep them informed so that 
they too could make informed business decisions if need. 
 
SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.): To mitigate the damage. To help buyers as 
well as consumers of the industry‘s commitment to providing them with safe and 
healthy produce. At the end of the day, we exist to serve our members, in that 
situation it was to find out what the problem was, and educate them so it doesn‘t 
happen again. At the same time, advocate on the industry‘s behalf with the 
government agencies whose actions were resulting in pulling products off of the 
shelf that wasn‘t even being harvested at the time of the outbreak. The ongoing 
education that we do to hopefully prevent this from happening again is just one 
example of it. 
 

 In disseminating information to the public, more than one interviewee noted that 

getting timely and accurate information to the media was important to protect both the 

public and the industry. In doing this, the represented organizations hoped that consumers 

would be able to determine that not all tomatoes were part of the recall, and in turn 

hopefully minimize the sales damages to the industry. Brianne‘s response, as noted 

above, reiterated this in that the goal was to minimize market damages for the industry as 

a whole. 

SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): I think basically, three essential 
pieces. Number one was to respond to immediate information requests from the 
news media in a timely and accurate manner. I think number two would be to belay 
any fears that might have been created as a result of media exposure, not only 
locally but nationally. And three would be to get the proper and accurate amount of 
information, the accurate information and the proper amount of information out to 
our store guests through in-store information and signage. 
 

 While most of the communication goals identified by the subjects addressed both 

consumer concern and stakeholder well-being, it is important to note some of the 

responses from subjects of small companies, as they did not discuss consumer concerns 

or public health. 
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BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): I think the goal was to say, ‗look our 
product was not affected.‘ Customers need to trust that the brand is safe and still 
has high quality, and there is nothing wrong with it. We wanted to reassure 
customers that they should continue to buy from us, with assurance that they were 
not going to get sick. 

 While this does not imply that consumer safety was not of concern for these 

companies, it is interesting to note that their goals dealt specifically with their business, 

whether it be specific recall efforts or efforts to calm consumer concerns. 

 Orson responded that good or bad, his organization wanted the source of the 

outbreak to be found so that the organization would be able to take the necessary actions 

and resume business. 

ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): The goals were to get 
whatever the truth was to be clearly elucidated in the process, and to aid in quickly 
identifying the source so we could get on with our lives, regardless of whatever it 
may be.  

 

Effective Communications 

 One practitioner specifically discussed a public relations practitioner‘s role in 

communicating effectively during a crisis, emphasizing the use of the media to get the 

organization‘s message out. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): People do have a right to know 
certain things, and as a public relations person, the best you can do in a crisis is to 
deliver good, accurate, timely, correct information to the media so they will get 
their story right. 
 

 An organization must be willing and able to utilize any method of effective 

communication, so that their message reaches the intended audiences. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): We communicated with the 
regulatory authorities and agencies and our elected officials by e-mail but primarily 
conference calls. We obviously conducted numerous interviews with media at all 
levels- local, regional, national, and international- print, broadcast, electronic… 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Palmer, December 2010 
 

53 
 

What am I leaving out?  Any method of communication, if it was effective and 
helped us meet our objective, we used it. 
 

 During a crisis, effective communication is essential not only for an individual 

organization, but also for an industry. An organization must be effective in 

communicating to all audiences through various means. Many of the subjects referenced 

their goals and messages in assessing whether or not they felt their communication efforts 

were successful. 

NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): I think we achieved the three goals that I 
mentioned earlier. I think it was a difficult case to measure effectiveness because it 
was so different from any other case. In general, if you look at it strictly from the 
communications part, I would say we achieved all of our objectives. 
 
BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): I think we were successful in getting 
our messaging out, and we were successful in separating [our state], and I think we 
were successful in convincing our buyers of that, and I think we were successful 
when we testified in front of Congress and congressional investigators came out 
here, which was interesting in itself, that they were differentiated. The other thing 
is to that because our client had a food safety program in place, based upon a set of 
standards and mandatory government audits; that was a very good message for us. 
We were able to show proactivity in a food safety crisis. Even though, and this was 
an important message for us, even though [this state‘s] field grown tomatoes have 
never been involved in an outbreak.  
 

 One subject, Penny, referenced the first few days of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak 

as attempting to ―drink from a fire hose,‖ as her organization found the communications 

required to meet consumer, stakeholder, and media needs to be overwhelming. She also 

discussed that the organization found they were able to communicate effectively by 

reaching out to certain media outlets. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): Physically, literally, we could 
not respond to every request. First of all, we did sort of a triage process, and we 
decided were going to concentrate on the major networks, the Associated Press, 
CNN; so we picked outlets that could sort of spread our message for us, and the 
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ones that would have the most impact. We included in that approach the local 
media here in [our area] who cover agriculture. And then whoever else we could 
get to grant an interview. So that was, I think that was effective because once you 
hit the big folks, then other outlets are going to pick up those stories. So by trying 
to be selective I think we were able to be most effective. We just by virtue of the 
volume of calls, we had to be selective in who we responded to and we hated to not 
be able to get to everybody, but that worked.  
 

 Sheldon reiterated the need for a good, working relationship with the media to be 

effective in communicating, both for public health and the organization‘s reputation. This 

relationship allowed his organization to tell its story and share their message, while also 

minimizing the chances of the media sensationalizing the story. 

SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): Well I‘ll tell you first and 
foremost, the thing that works best for us in any situation like this is the 
relationships we have with the news media. One huge advantage that I have in that 
regard is that I‘ve been in this business as long as I have. I‘ve been in this area for 
21 years and I‘ve developed a very, very good working relationship with the local 
news media. So they know that when I say something, when I tell them something, 
I‘m being as open and honest and upfront with them as I can be and they know that 
they are going to get the truth out of me and they are going to get it as quickly as 
possible. 
 

 Brianne again touched on media relationships, but also stated that positive 

relationships with regulators and the FDA aided in their ability to effectively 

communicate with their audiences.  

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): I think our constant engagement with 
the media, the constant availability to Congress, working and having good 
relationships with FDA so we got separated out quickly. So we were part of the 
wave, but we were able to separate ourselves out. I think those efforts were 
successful, yes. 
 

 Many of the subjects discussed that while their organizations did communicate 

effectively, they would not consider the overall communication efforts effective because 

of the outcomes. Susanne specifically discussed some of the challenges of 
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communicating effectively when mitigating a crisis, specifically in the produce industry. 

She pointed out that the large unknown in a crisis, especially a foodborne illness 

outbreak, makes the outcome impossible to predict, which makes communicating 

effectively difficult. 

SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.): No, I never think it is successful though. 
Do I think we stopped it from becoming worse? Yes. One of the challenges when 
you are looking at a produce food safety outbreak, and you can‘t ignore this one, is 
the huge unknown factor. In the case of the produce industry, because we often 
don‘t know what happened, where it happened, and who it happened to, because of 
the complexity of tracking a microbial pathogen, it is incredibly hard to control the 
time frame in a produce industry crisis. It is also incredibly challenging to control 
all of the groups that may represent a particular commodity; tomatoes are a really 
great example of that. You add on to that the complexity of imported versus 
exported products. So it is incredibly difficult to be able to sit back with the crisis 
professionals, and say ‗we did better or we mitigated that crisis, it wasn‘t as big as 
it could have been etc.‘, because so much of the outcome is out of our hands. 

 
 Maureen also said that while her organization was effective in communicating, 

the outcomes of the crisis negatively impacted its stakeholders, and thus the goals of the 

communications campaign in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak were not successful in their 

entirety.  

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): Yes, it has made a change in the 
way the federal government looks at communicating to the public about foodborne 
illness outbreaks in produce. Well, I wish I could say that we prevented a lot of 
innocent tomatoes from being destroyed, but that wasn‘t the case. We estimate that 
there was about 100 million dollars worth of loss to the tomato industry, especially 
[in the South], and that was unfortunate. That‘s what we were trying to prevent, and 
I suppose we failed at that.  

 
 In this study, the term ―effective communications‖ was often linked to, and used 

interchangeably with, ―successful communication‖ efforts, by both the researcher and the 

interviewees. Norah described the opinions of many of the interviewees when she said 

that from a communications standpoint efforts were successful, but those in the tomato 
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industry ―really didn‘t like what you were saying.‖ The communication efforts were 

successful in the sense of the word, but the outcome of the crisis was not favorable for 

many in the tomato industry despite communication efforts.   

NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): I think it depends on how we define 
successful. I think we were very successful in keeping our members informed, 
which is one of the primary goals of the trade association. I think that we were very 
successful in maintaining communication and transparency with government 
authorities in order to be able to provide correct and accurate information to our 
members. I hesitate to say it was successful because any industry member would 
probably say that from a communications standpoint, ‗yes you were successful, you 
got us the information in a timely and accurate manner, but we really didn‘t like 
what you were saying. We wanted the message to be different, we wanted you to 
fix it, and we wanted you to be able to fix the problem sooner so that more people 
didn‘t lose money.‘ I don‘t know that industry members would say that it was 
successful, but I think that‘s because they wanted a different outcome. From a 
communications perspective, I would say it was successful. 

 
Ineffective Communications 

 

 Participants were asked what communication efforts were ineffective or were not 

as successful as the company or organization had hoped. Many of the subjects had similar 

responses to Brianne‘s— their organization did the best possible, given the enormity of 

the crisis.  

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): In a crisis nothing ever goes as 
planned. There‘s nothing that I would say didn‘t work, because of what we were up 
against, you know we were up against this huge tide. 
  

 Many of the subjects did not discuss specific efforts or incidences that were not 

effective, most of them made generalizations about the ways in which their 

organization‘s communications efforts as a whole were ineffective. However, two of the 

subjects did discuss particular incidences, in which certain efforts were ineffective. 
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 Norah talked about a conference call open to members in an attempt to clear up 

confusion about the safety of certain types of tomatoes. While she said it was effective 

from a public health standpoint in clearing up confusion, it created backlash amongst 

members when some food service operations stopped purchasing certain tomatoes. 

 
NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): After that phone call we were effective in 
clearing up that confusion, which meant that some retailers and food service 
operations stopped buying tomatoes from certain areas. So from a 
communications/public health perspective, it was, I feel, it was effective because 
based on the information the health authorities and FDA was telling us, we in fact 
were protecting public health. The association took some criticism, albeit minimal, 
but we took some criticism for generating a situation that was not beneficial to our 
members. It put us in a little difficult position, and in hindsight, I‘m not sure a very 
big, public webinar was the way to convey that information and clear up that 
confusion.  

 

 While not discussed by any of the other interviewees, Sheldon touched on the 

issue of location for his company when talking about ineffective communications, which 

could be an issue for other larger companies with locations in various geographical areas. 

The grocery chain Sheldon is employed by has stores in many areas, with headquarters 

centrally. While communication efforts were disseminated to all of the chain‘s stores, 

communication efforts did not reach stores located further away from the company 

headquarters as quickly as they reached stores located in the same area as headquarters. 

SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): I think if anything didn‘t work 
it was, relatively speaking, and I think that‘s the operative word here, is the fact 
that we are not able to respond as well away from [this city] as we are able to here. 
One thing I think is important to note here, we aren‘t talking about just our 
response to the news media, the other big piece of this puzzle is responding to, or 
providing information to our guests in our stores, to let them know when they are 
shopping what they need to do and how to deal with situations. So, getting the 
proper amount of information out to the stores is part of our crisis communication 
effort too. 
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 While communication efforts may not have been deemed ineffective by a 

practitioner, Penny stated that some of their communication efforts were hindered by 

what was safe and available to communicate. Penny outlined two specific instances 

where information was either not safe to disseminate or was not readily available. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.):We had to be very cautious in 
what we said about [our] tomatoes being safe to eat. We knew that in our gut and 
just by virtue of where we knew [our] tomatoes had gone out in the markets, we 
knew where the outbreak and illnesses were occurring, we knew [our] tomatoes 
were not being sold there. We were very, very confident that [our] tomatoes were 
not the source of the outbreak. But, there was always that one chance that, and until 
the FDA and CDC were satisfied, we had to walk a very fine line because we did 
not want to be putting out a statement that said [our] tomatoes are safe. But we had 
to balance that because at the back of my mind was, ―Ok, we put out a statement 
one day talking about how safe [our] tomatoes are, and what about the next day? 
What happens if somebody dies or they do make that definitive link to [these] 
tomatoes; then what?‖ So we were hampered. 
 

 Penny went on to explain that often times, there is not accurate information to 

readily give out, and in the haste to meet media requests and her organization wrongly 

estimated the damages to the tomato industry. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): Very quickly, the media wanted 
to know how badly this had hurt the tomato industry. What are the monetary 
damages? How much money have you lost as an industry? And that‘s very 
common in all sorts of crises related to agriculture. When we had our freezing 
weather this past winter, they were clamoring for dollar estimates, and that 
information just doesn‘t get pulled together that quickly. It‘s hard to explain that, so 
we were very pressured to come up with a number, this is the loss to the industry. 
And we came up with a number and that initially, the number made sense and as 
the situation played out it ended up being high. Now I don‘t think that there were 
any negative consequences from that, but we were just not able to be accurate very 
early on. I wish that we had been able to be responsive but at the same time be 
accurate.  
 

 While this study did not address the involvement of the FDA and CDC in the 

2008 Salmonella crisis, the researcher cannot ignore the opinions and perceptions of 
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public relations practitioners pertaining to the FDA and CDC when discussing findings as 

they pertain to certain themes. While these opinions and perceptions do not pertain to the 

objectives of this research study, the researcher noted these findings and further discussed 

the use of the findings pertaining to the FDA and CDC in Chapter V. 

BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): I think that the communication that 
we tried to initiate with the FDA was the one that was the most frustrating. 
 
ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): You have the public 
stakeholders, which is our customers and our customer‘s customers. Then you have 
the governmental stakeholders. Well the public stakeholders and the and the media 
that provides information to them, or the mediums, only listen to the government, 
and the government was providing inaccurate, untimely information. So we had to 
focus our efforts on the governmental agencies because nothing we said in the 
public arena was going to be accepted as factual.  
 
 
 
ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): The government has yet to 
this day to say tomatoes were not involved. They will not say they weren‘t, they 
won‘t say they were, but they won‘t say they weren‘t. So you are guilty by failure 
to be cleared. 
 
 

 As stated above, it was the opinion of many of the practitioners that their 

organization‘s communication efforts were hindered by the communication efforts of the 

FDA and CDC, and the lack of communication with the tomato industry. 

Organization Performance 

 Overall, all of the practitioners interviewed said their company or organization 

handled the crisis ―as well as conditions would permit,‖ as concluded by Orson, given the 

complexity and nature of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): I think we did very well, all 
things considered. I think we were able to not only communicate in a prompt and 
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timely and thorough manner, but I think our product response was exactly the same 
way. In other words, we got product off the shelves quickly and we got the proper 
amount of accurate information out to all of the concerned parties. 
 
SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.): We did our best given the complexity of 
what was around us. We followed all of the systems and came together working 
like teams, and created new partnerships in the supply chain based on the 
commodity groups. It is hard to use that term, the operation was successful, but the 
patient died, but it is kind of relevant here. We followed the process, we had great 
agreement and cooperation on the process, it is just the outcome came too late to 
help so many of our members who were severely financially impacted by it. 

 

BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): Well I think we did pretty good. We 
actually had letters sent to us by our customers thanking us for taking the stand that 
we did to try and reassure them that our products were safe, and I think we felt 
pretty good about that. So we took a proactive role and I think it did pay off for us, 
but there were a few weeks of hell there, there is no doubt about that. 

 
 When examining the responses of all of the interviewees pertaining to this theme, 

the researcher was able to draw the conclusion that all of the subjects felt that their 

organization handled the 2008 Salmonella crisis in the most efficient and effective way 

that they were capable of. None of the interviewees reported any large scale 

mismanagements on the part of their organization.    

Findings in Relation to Research Objective 2 

 Research objective two sought to explore the lessons learned by public relations 

practitioners as a result of their involvement in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. When 

coding the data related to this objective, four distinct themes emerged: thoughts about the 

outbreak, effectiveness of communication, impact of communication, and organization 

changes. 
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Thoughts about the Outbreak 

 While the thoughts and opinions about the outbreak may not present lessons 

learned by practitioners, it provides valuable insight into how each subject perceived the 

events of the crisis and how these perceptions impacted the lessons garnered from public 

relations practitioners based on the 2008 Salmonella crisis. 

 The outbreak was frequently described as unique, complex, and different. The 

length of the outbreak and difficulty identifying the source of the outbreak created a great 

amount of frustration on the behalf of the tomato industry.  

NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): The tomato Salmonella outbreak, well I 
should say jalapeño pepper outbreak that we are talking about, was really different 
in a lot of ways. It didn‘t really follow a normal, in the beginning it followed the 
normal process, but then as time went on it really didn‘t follow a typical recall or 
outbreak investigation. Actually in some ways as I mentioned earlier, even in the 
beginning it was different. 

 
Many of the subjects referenced the damages sustained by the tomato industry as 

a result of this crisis. 

BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): From a marketing and sales 
standpoint, people in the tomato business and throughout the U.S. and Canada lost 
a lot of business, and we aren‘t talking about a few thousand dollars, we are talking 
well over a few million dollars. For an industry- it was very devastating. 
 
PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.):So when you say what you recall, 
I mean all manner of things- the communication efforts, the media coverage, the 
disastrous effect that it had on the market for [our] tomato growers, the aftermath. 

 

 Another issue frequently referenced was the confusion surrounding the crisis. 

Participants stated that consumers and the tomato industry alike found the messages 

presented by the FDA confusing.  
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BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): The description was, if I recall, 
something like round red tomatoes. Well that is the majority of tomatoes. When 
you say round, red tomato that is just about anything. It‘s not descriptive enough. 

 
BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): there was confusion at a lot of 
different levels from FDA‘s trace back and the way they communicated with 
consumers on the outbreak was extremely confusing. 
 

 Along with the confusion of the messages presented by the FDA, most of the 

subjects referenced the problem identifying the true source of the outbreak, which 

essentially contributed to the damages sustained by the tomato industry, especially since 

tomatoes were never formally cleared of being a source of the contamination. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): At the point the tomato industry 
was experiencing severe decline in business, tomatoes were being destroyed even 
here... The FDA was admitting, in response to a reporter‘s question, that they didn‘t 
know, that they had issued an alert not to eat something, but that they could not 
know for sure. As it had turned out, they admitted later on that it was Serrano or 
jalapeño peppers that were causing this. To this day they have not exonerated 
tomatoes, they never close an investigation and say it is all safe, they never give an 
all safe or they never go back and say that perhaps they were wrong. 
 
ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): They were accused, but there 
never was, and they never found any, and that is what destroyed our market. The 
government came out and made a statement they had nothing behind. There was no 
science behind it. 

 
 One subject, Tim, expressed very strong feelings pertaining to the blame that 

tomatoes received for the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

TIM (director of food safety at a re-packing facility): It was a sham. Anybody who 
knew anything about the produce industry would have known that [Southern] 
tomatoes were not involved in the Salmonella poisoning or the Salmonella outbreak 
in any way, shape, form, or fashion. 

 
 In drawing conclusions about the produce industry in relation to the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak, one subject clearly defined and described this relationship. 
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SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.): The produce industry is not one industry; 
it is a collection of industries. So you have the growers, who tend to be the most 
impacted by a crisis, which involved very specific strategies in dealing with them, 
that aren‘t all related to media. Then you have the buyers, and trying to calm the 
buyers so they don‘t unnecessarily pull products off of the shelf that isn‘t 
contaminated. Then of course you have the media that you are dealing with, and 
then of course you have the government that you are dealing with, both at the state 
and federal level. As well as consumer advocacy groups. The complexity of crisis 
mitigation and management in produce is really extraordinary compared to other 
industry sectors. 

 
 While there were no lessons gleaned from this theme, the thoughts of the 

interviewees about the crisis in general aided in providing background information about 

the crisis as well providing a basis of perceptions and opinions that helped to mold the 

lessons that practitioners took away from the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

Effectiveness of Communication 

 The researcher previously discussed effective communication in the findings for 

Research Objective 1, but did not discuss the implications of those findings as they relate 

to the lessons learned by practitioners. 

 The Media 

  One participant, Bill, shared an incident pertaining to the outbreak, and how the 

incident was initially damaging to his organization, but was turned into a positive story 

for the organization in the end. A news network covering the outbreak aired a video clip 

that focused on one of the tomato brands represented by Bill‘s company in a grocery 

store. 

BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): This was very damaging to us from a 
brand image, so our owners contacted their lawyers; the lawyers contacted the 
network and put a cease and desist order to keep them showing that particular clip. 
In that process, the network backed off but started asking us questions about what 
do we do and so they invited our owner to go to their studios to have a filmed 
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interview that would later be broadcast on their network. It did happen, and it 
turned out to be very positive. So we can say that something that started out 
negative actually turned out positive in that when they did show the video clip, they 
showed a positive light on our company and our brand in their subsequent video 
clips. 
 

 This organization was able to communicate with the media in a manner that 

allowed them to tell their story and share their messages to the public in a positive 

manner. Bill‘s comments indicated that had this organization not contacted the news 

network, or had they refused an interview, the outcome would not have been positive for 

the organization. 

 Adding to the effectiveness of communicating with the media, Bill also touched 

on another issue he gained insight on because of the 2008 Salmonella crisis— a lack of 

communication altogether. 

BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): Probably the overwhelming majority 
didn‘t do anything and they just kind of took it and didn‘t fight back. The silence, 
in my estimation, is a bad thing. It sends a negative message because if you are not 
countering with anything, then you are accepting that what the media is saying is 
true. So I think the silence in this type of situation is terrible. But companies are 
afraid to go public because if they say something publicly then the next thing is that 
they are going to have a camera stuck in their face. 
 

 An organization must be willing to communicate, and communicate effectively. If 

not, the communication messages of the organization will never get out, and the 

organization will sustain even more damage. Sheldon reiterated Bill‘s thoughts on this 

issue, reiterating that not taking communication efforts is detrimental to the organization.  

SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): Don‘t ever try to hide. No 
matter how much you would like to, and how much you would like to say no 
comment that‘s the worst possible thing you can do. The best possible thing you 
can do is to get out and be public with the situation and be open and honest with the 
communication as quickly as possible with as much accurate information as you 
can provide. 
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 Bill followed up his previous statements and commented on protecting the 

organization‘s image and the relation to the media.  

BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): You cannot be intimidated by the 
media. You have to be on the offensive if there are issues that are pertaining to the 
products that you are producing. It is your image out there, and you have to do 
image control. 

  
 Governmental Agencies 

 

 Many of the subjects expressed their disappointment in the effectiveness of 

communication efforts with government agencies such as the FDA and CDC. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.):In terms of having an impact on 
the investigation that the CDC and FDA were doing, not so much. Part of that is 
because we weren‘t part of the loop. They did not bring industry in, as part of their 
stakeholders. So we were more bystanders than we were participants in the 
investigation and so consequently a lot of harm was done. 
 

 When it comes to communicating with government agencies, Orson stated that his 

organization had to focus on communications with the FDA, and provided a very simple 

lesson he took away from the crisis. 

ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): We had to focus our efforts 
on the governmental agencies because nothing we said in the public arena was 
going to be accepted as factual. Be aggressively responsive to the governmental 
inquiries. Stick to the facts and communicate them with every breath you have. 

 
 As previously stated, many of the practitioners were unhappy with the 

communications between the industry and governmental agencies, and many found the 

communications of the FDA to be ineffective and misguided. 

SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.): It was unfortunate. Well intended, but 
unfortunate. It is kind of the classic communication challenge, not understanding 
the impact of your words or your actions, and in so many cases in communications, 
we have a tendency to follow a process without understanding the implications of 
that action and I think that is essentially what happened here. 
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 Many of the interviewees also said they did not realize the impact the FDA 

communication efforts would have on the tomato industry. The majority of the subjects 

stated that this crisis highlighted the need for improved communications between the 

FDA and industry officials and organizations in the face of a crisis. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): I think we felt that we were being 
framed negatively by the government, by the FDA. The FDA and CDC have some 
ways to go when it comes to a crisis like this. 

 

 Collectively, the interviewees said the communication efforts on their company or 

organization‘s behalf were effective, but in some instances, could be improved with the 

media and government agencies. 

Impact of Communications 

 Communication efforts have a large impact on a crisis situation as found in the 

literature review, and the study findings in relation to the 2008 Salmonella outbreak 

reinforced this thought. The researcher coded this theme into two sub-themes, impact on 

the industry and media influence.  

Impact on the Industry 

 To determine the communications impact on the tomato industry, interview 

subjects were asked about their feelings pertaining to the impact that communication 

efforts of the affected companies had on the industry as a whole. During the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak, companies and organizations that were usually competitors came 

together in an effort to present a united front and in the process, minimize the losses 

suffered by many in the industry. 
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NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): I think overall the industry organizations and 
associations that were working together, and there were probably six to eight of us, 
handled the bulk of the calls and we were all sharing talking points and sharing 
interview strategies. So we were able to speak with a common voice, or at least a 
similar voice. 
 
PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): In a situation like this, there are 
all individual companies who are involved and they are all competitors with each 
other, during that time were pulled together to work together to get through that 
crisis. We all had the same objectives; I think that was a positive. I don‘t know that 
it changed our industry, unless you want to just consider what I talked about our 
communications afterwards and opening up those channels with the FDA. That 
certainly has benefitted the industry, and that is going to help us immensely moving 
forward. 
 
BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): Yes, I guess whenever there is an 
outbreak associated with produce, yes. The whole industry comes together to help 
respond and defend the commodity. That always happens. 
 

 Two instances were mentioned in the interviews where ineffective and negative 

communication efforts were harmful to the organization as a whole. The subjects implied 

that when there is turmoil created by a few individuals in an industry, the media will 

almost certainly pick up on the issue, which will not portray the industry positively. 

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): We had one produce association 
come out strongly chastising FDA for pointing the fingers at tomatoes, and this was 
before jalapeños came to the table and they found a definitive positive test with 
Salmonella Saintpaul. That didn‘t help at all. That really fueled the media, it fueled 
the story and also, it is never a good thing to bash a government agency like that 
whose task is protecting public health. It just doesn‘t look good. 
 
NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): As I recall, maybe there were one or two 
individual companies that spoke to the press, and obviously were not trained, and 
were speaking more for their personal company than for the industry and as I recall 
there were some comments that were negative, or were portrayed negative in the 
media. 
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 Whether positive or negative, the communication efforts of a single company or 

organization can reflect upon the industry as a whole, as they did in the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak. During the crisis, the tomato industry found it beneficial to collaborate with 

other industry counterparts to communicate with consumers and government officials. 

 Media Influence 

 In regard to media influence, interview subjects were asked if they believed the 

communication efforts of other companies helped influence the national media coverage 

of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

 One subject stated that the influence of industry communications on the media 

created opportunities for an organization if utilized correctly. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): Which is what you try to do in a 
crisis, you have to look at the opportunity not just the danger, there is danger and 
there is risk, yes it is a negative story. You have to use it positively to reassure the 
public that you are doing all that you can to minimize negative impacts, and that 
you are doing all that you can to prevent this from happening, and that you are 
forthcoming with information even if it doesn‘t put you in the best light. 
 

 The interview subjects expressed mixed feelings about the impact and influence 

of communication efforts on the media coverage of the outbreak. Due to the nature and 

scope of the consumers who were affected by the outbreak, the national media was going 

to cover the crisis regardless of industry communication efforts. Most of the subjects 

shared the feeling that the communications influence on the media was both good and 

bad, but that communication efforts were not an enormous influence.  

SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): Yes, some of it good, some of it 
not so good. But the other piece of that is, you‘ve got others on the produce side of 
the fence that did respond in an accurate and timely manner as soon as they knew 
what the situation was. And a lot of those communications were on going. In other 
words, it wasn‘t just one specific instance but they had to push out new 
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information, updated information on an ongoing basis because the situation was 
changing.  

 
SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.):Some did and some didn‘t. Some in the 
negative and some in the positive. We had one organization … going out on an all 
out campaign against Mexican produce which doesn‘t make any sense. You also 
had companies who were following a very effective message platform and 
influencing the media very positively. There is always that potential for conflict in 
the messaging. 

 
 There were a few outliers; one subject said that the influence of the national 

media coverage was extremely detrimental to the tomato industry as a whole. 

ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): It hurt us, because it 
destroyed [our] market. We lost a lot of money that should not have been lost. It 
destroyed customer confidence in the beginning, but it also hurt them financially as 
well. 
 

 Orson implied that the influence of the media coverage hurt not only the industry 

as a whole, but consumers as well by damaging consumer confidence and thus negatively 

altering consumer buying habits. 

 While almost all of the interviewees said that industry communication efforts did 

influence the national media coverage, none of them stated that this influence was a 

major contributing factor in the overall media coverage of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

However, many of the subjects expressed that effective message platforms and 

communication efforts exerted a positive influence on the media coverage of the 

outbreak, which was beneficial to the industry as a whole. 

Organization Changes 

 In order to determine what practitioners learned from the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak, they were asked to identify what changes, if any, were made to the organization 

or the organization‘s communications based upon insight gained from the 2008 outbreak. 
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 About half of the interviewees reported that no changes were made, but that 

policies and procedures were reviewed to ensure that no changes were necessary and to 

determine the effectiveness of the measures taken by the organization during the 2008 

crisis. 

BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): I don‘t know that we decided to 
change anything, we just decided that yep, although the mock drills are nice, in a 
real world situation this does work. I think what it did was give us some piece of 
mind. 
 

 One subject reiterated this review process, but noted that some of the 

organizations in the industry did this collectively. 

ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): We reviewed everything in 
terms of trace back and all of the stuff that we are doing, we had a system that met 
everything and met all of the requirements. What we did do though within the trade 
organizations, we did go through as a group and reexamine the entire process, 
especially for people that are some of the growers that aren‘t as professional as we 
are, and make sure as a group that they understood it was their obligation to be up 
to speed.  

 
 The other half of interviewees explained that the policies and procedures were 

reviewed, and minor details that had been overlooked during the crisis were implemented 

as appropriate to the goals of the organization. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): I did make some modifications 
after the 2008 crisis just based on some things we learned. But by and large, the 
key components have not changed. Just some sort of detail kinds of things. The 
tomatoes weren‘t being picked anymore, and they were going through the packing 
house because we couldn‘t sell them, so there was a lack of visuals that if we had 
had some of that archived footage we would have been able to meet a need and I 
think that would have really helped them and helped us be a resource for them. 
 

 Norah, along with a few of the other subjects, explained that after the outbreak, 

contact information was updated, but she made an interesting note that there was room 

for improvements, but they had not been reviewed or implemented.  
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NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): The numbers were updated, the contact 
information was updated. No, as I recall the basic plan stayed the same in terms of 
the audiences and who contacted who and how frequently the team met. No, it 
pretty much stayed the same. Not that there couldn‘t have been improvements, but 
quite frankly it just seemed like one recall, one outbreak after another after that. 

 
 While conducting the interviews, the researcher sensed slight tension when 

subjects responded on this topic. A few of the subjects seemed to think that the researcher 

was implying that changes in their organization‘s procedures were needed. The majority 

of the respondents expressed that small changes were made, but that overall, no 

significant changes were made to their original processes or procedures for crisis 

management based upon the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

Findings in Relation to Research Objective 3 

 Research objective three sought to describe public relations practitioners‘ 

perceptions of mass media coverage, including frames presented during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak. While coding this data, four themes became apparent to the 

researcher: perceptions of media coverage, impact of media messages, framing of the 

outbreak, and consumer interpretation. Within these themes, various sub-themes also 

emerged. 

Perceptions of Media Coverage 

 The perceptions of practitioners about the national media coverage during the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak varied greatly. Some participants praised the quality of the 

media coverage, while others, like Bill, found the coverage to be equivalent to ―a feeding 

frenzy,‖ based upon inaccurate information and facts. 
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 The participants who praised the media coverage found the coverage to be fair 

even though the subject matter was negative by nature. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): The media played an integral role 
in the investigation and in public health, they did their job. I don‘t think we have 
any complaints about how the media reported this story because we spoke with 
them.  
 
PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): The national media did a pretty 
good job of seeking out our comments, so we had a chance to tell our story. 
 
NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): As I recall, the national media was fairly 
tempered in their coverage. You always have some stories that are out there and 
sound sensationalized, take the facts and exaggerated. But I think overall, most 
reporters that I worked with at the national level were really trying to present a 
balanced story.  
 

 There were also participants that had perceptions of the media coverage of the 

outbreak that balanced between negative and positive.  

SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): Well, I think in situations like 
this there is always, I don‘t want to say overblown, but I do think there is always a 
sensational aspect to the way the situations are presented in the national media. In 
other words, they‘re probably not as big of a crisis in reality as they are made out to 
be. And maybe some things are being done differently today as a result of that, so 
certainly whatever amount of national attention was given to those kind of things, 
probably had an upside to them as well. 
 

 It was also added by a few of the interviewees that the media reported on what 

they were given by the governmental agencies, which had both positive and negative 

impacts on the tomato industry. 

ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): I believe that the national 
media acted in concert with the message that was delivered by the governmental 
agencies. Meaning, they regurgitated what they were fed. 
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 On the other hand, some of the interviewees were very angry with the national 

media coverage of the outbreak and expressed strong opinions about information they felt 

was falsely portrayed in the media coverage. 

TIM (director of food safety at a re-packing facility): I have to hold back on some 
profanity here, I think it was just bizarre. It was just awful. Again, anybody who 
had any produce experience would have know that there was no way that [those] 
tomatoes had anything to do with the outbreak. It would have just been common 
sense. 
 
BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): There were a lot of misinformed 
reporters out there, there were a lot of people that did not understand the produce 
industry at all and were making statements that were not fact-based and were very 
untrue. It caused hysteria.  

 
 There is no doubt that practitioners have a wide array of perceptions regarding the 

national media, especially with the range of coverage during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak. Susanne explained that the vast amount of media coverage was due to the fact 

that ―the issue of food safety, particularly when it comes to produce, is a very hot story.‖ 

Impact of Media Messages 

 Impact on the Industry 

 When asked about the impact of the media coverage on the industry as a whole, 

many of the practitioners referenced the loss of sales and product.  

SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.):Oh my gosh. Some companies went out of 
business. Now that‘s not just the impact of the stories, obviously the buyers pulling 
products off of the shelves, and refusing the entire first harvest were not uncommon 
examples of the impact there. We had companies whose financials were incredibly 
impacted. 
 
 

 Penny stated that the industry was heavily damaged, and while the media 
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coverage was not at fault, the confusion of the messages portrayed in the media 

contributed to the damages suffered by the tomato industry. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): Well the industry was 
devastated. We suffered, the tomato industry suffered millions of dollars in losses, 
because people stopped eating tomatoes, and the effect was devastating. The 
difficult part of the situation was the FDA‘s broad and confusing consumer alert, to 
tell people don‘t eat certain kinds of tomatoes. So the nature of FDA‘s warning, 
just contributed to the confusion. 
 

 The majority of the interviewees said that the media coverage in most instances 

did not contribute to the devastating effects the 2008 Salmonella outbreak had on the 

tomato industry, instead contributing the losses to the negative nature of the crisis. 

 Impact on Organization 

 As with the perceptions of the media coverage, participants expressed a wide 

range of feelings toward the impact that the media coverage had on their particular 

company or organization. 

 Again, many of the participants reported direct loss of sales and profits during the 

crisis, and contributed these losses, at least partially, to the national media coverage. 

TIM (director of food safety at a re-packing facility): I mean it hurt us, our sales 
dropped 50% and it took months, or 70%, but it took months for us to recover and 
for us to get back to what was normal business, almost a year. That hurt us 
tremendously. 

 
 A few of the participants reported that the impact of the media coverage on their 

organizations presented positive opportunities for communications. 

NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): I think what it showed was that when we put 
some effort behind it, we could impact the way the industry was framed, and we 
could mitigate some of the negative stories, but that it took a dedicated 
commitment to public relations.  
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 Maureen expressed similar opportunities, but on a collective basis rather than just 

an individual basis. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): W e spoke daily with one another. 
So that we knew which members of the news media were running with a story, who 
had spoken to whom, what was being said, we certainly shared a lot of message 
points, not that we were all saying exactly the same thing. We were all aware of 
what each other was doing, and all learning continually in a rapidly evolving 
situation. The news media was getting what they needed because it was a big, 
public story. 

 
 While all of the organizations and companies represented by practitioners in this 

study were negatively impacted by the crisis, none of interviewees solely faulted the 

media for the losses sustained during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. The media coverage 

was acknowledged as a contributing factor, but not all of the practitioners found the 

media coverage to have a negative impact on their organization. 

Framing of the Outbreak 

 While coding the data about interviewee perceptions of the media frames 

presented during the 2008 salmonella crisis, two sub-themes were immediately apparent, 

positive and negative framing of the tomato industry. 

 Positive Framing 

 None of the participants said that the produce industry was framed positively 

throughout the crisis, especially because a crisis is negative by nature. A few of the 

practitioners said that the industry was framed positively in certain instances or that the 

framing stance changed. 

 NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): I would say it went in waves. Initially, it 
was neutral and then over time negative. Mainly because of the accusation if you 
will, that the reason they couldn‘t find the problem was because of the industry‘s 
trace back system. So it was negative, and then I think toward the end, when it 
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turned out to not be tomatoes, but be something completely different, and some of 
that negativity disappeared or turned into a positive frame for the industry. 
 

 Penny echoed Norah‘s thoughts, also indicating that when jalapeños were 

pinpointed as the source of the outbreak, the framing of the tomato industry shifted into 

more of a positive light. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): Initially, it was negative because 
of what it was. There‘s no way you can regard that as a positive, even if our 
messages were getting across, it was devastating for our industry. So initially it was 
a negative for us, but as the weeks wore on and the focus of criticism turned to the 
FDA, I think we were portrayed a little bit better because we, the industry, ended 
up being portrayed as a victim. Which indeed we were, and so that was recognized 
in the media. 
 

 Many of the participants commented that because the message of the crisis itself 

was negative, many of the frames presented in the media were negative just because of 

the nature of the message. 

 Negative Framing  

 The overwhelming majority of the participants said the tomato industry was 

framed negatively during the 2008 Salmonella crisis. The interviewees cited a number of 

different reasons they felt the industry was framed in a negative way, of which only two 

responses overlapped.  

ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): I think it was negative and 
the reason is, is because it was as if we didn‘t know where our product was going. 
In fact we do, we can tell you exactly where it goes and the negative was because 
the government left the message that there was inadequate ability to trace product 
within the distribution channels, and so that‘s the hangover from it. It is factually 
not correct, not for us professionals anyway. 
 

 While Sheldon did not reference traceability, he did express that he felt the 

industry was framed negatively based on imported produce. Much of the discussion about 
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traceability in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak dealt with the traceability of all produce 

items, both imported into and exported from the United States, as noted by Orson. 

SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): Oh I think definitely a negative 
light. To a very large degree. I think the entire produce industry was under a great 
deal of national, even international scrutiny because so many of our products, even 
in our stores here in [our city] and across our chain come from providers outside 
the United States. We continue to have to be aware of the national public opinion 
as well as international and what public opinion is of these international products.  
 

 Bill expressed strong concerns about the negative framing of the tomato industry, 

especially from a producer‘s standpoint.  

 BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): Oh definitely a negative way. 
Produce farmers were made to sound like villains. Like they were bad people that 
didn‘t care about the public, people that were only in it for money, and it‘s just not 
true. 
 

 Tomato farmers were some of the hardest hit by the 2008 Salmonella crisis, with 

many unable to harvest or sell their crops. Raw tomatoes were initially identified by the 

CDC and FDA as the source of the outbreak, which put national attention and scrutiny on 

producers and the safety of their practices.  

 While some of the practitioners interviewed said that the produce industry was 

framed positively at some point during the outbreak, none would argue that initial 

industry framing was negative. Penny explained that a crisis is negative in nature, 

especially a foodborne illness outbreak, and therefore the industry was negatively framed 

based upon the negative connotation of a crisis.  
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Consumer Interpretation  

 When interview participants were asked how they thought consumers interpreted 

the messages put out by the national media, the overwhelming response dealt with 

consumer confusion. 

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): There was confusion at a lot of 
different levels from FDA‘s traceback and the way they communicated with 
consumers on the outbreak was extremely confusing. FDA had maps, blue and red 
maps that showed where outbreaks were, there are numerous varieties of tomatoes 
so they would list the varieties that weren‘t involved, could be involved, and the 
consumer just threw up their hands and said forget it, I won‘t purchase anything 
right now. 
 
ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): It confused the hell out of 
them and scared them. 
 

 In the opinions of the interviewed practitioners, the confusion of consumers about 

the mass media messages created two outcomes: hysteria and disregard. Tim blamed a 

large majority of the industry‘s loss of sales on the hysteria created by the conclusions 

consumers drew from the mass media messages. Tim found that consumers were overly 

alarmed and saw the consumption of tomatoes as very dangerous. 

 TIM (director of food safety at a re-packing facility): Tomatoes were going to kill 
us. 
 

 Bill reiterated the fact that the confusion created by the media messages led to 

consumer hysteria.  

BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): I think there was an awful lot of 
confusion. I think consumers were like, ‗well should I eat a tomato, or should I not 
eat a tomato?‘ I remember there being a lot of what I call hysteria by consumers. 
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 Two interviewees discussed the other effect that media messages had on 

consumers, and that was blatant disregard to the warnings about which tomatoes were 

safe to eat.  

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): The public is so bombarded by so 
many messages every day that they can‘t drill down to just red roma tomatoes. 
They just won‘t eat; it is just easier for them to say tomatoes are not good, so I‘m 
just not going to eat them. Then what happens is that they hear all of these 
advisories and certainly they have never been sick, most people have never been 
sick, co they ignore them. That‘s not good either, because sometimes their health 
can be protected with good information. 
 
NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): My personal opinion is that they were 
concerned at the beginning, and then very quickly relied upon their supermarket, 
their retailer, or their restaurant to know where they were getting their tomatoes. 
After a while, it seemed that it just became so ridiculous that I think some 
consumers anyhow, just ignored it. Then when it ended up being jalapeño peppers 
that just kind of confirmed how ridiculous the whole thing may have seemed to 
some. I spoke to people who never stopped eating tomatoes because they said the 
whole thing was ridiculous from the beginning, to have this list of safe tomatoes 
and not safe tomatoes 
 

 When consumers ignore the messages disseminated by the media, they run the 

risk of exacerbating the crisis by ignoring messages that potentially contain information 

vital to protecting their health. 

Findings in Relation to Research Objective 4 

 Research objective four sought to understand the risk and crisis communication 

actions taken by companies impacted by the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. During coding, 

three themes emerged from the data: communication actions, crisis communication plan, 

and advice to others. 
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Communication Actions 

 The communication actions taken by each organization represented in this study 

were extensive in response to the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. While each organization or 

company took a unique approach to the risk and crisis communications used during the 

outbreak, there were some common practices amongst them. 

 One of the goals of crisis communications is to deliver timely and accurate 

information to all pertinent audiences. According to Brianne, one of the first steps in 

reacting to the onset of a crisis is gathering information. 

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): In any type of crisis management the 
first thing you have to do is gather good information, to establish messaging. 
 

 With the onset of a crisis, organizations are required to immediately jump into a 

crisis in order to mitigate damages and get their messages out. Many of the practitioners 

stated that they immediately activated their crisis communication plans and teams. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): We do have a crisis 
communication response plan and we activated that plan, and that called for 
communicating to a variety of key audiences and we used a number of 
communication tools to do that. 
 
SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.):We have a crisis team and each member 
has its own responsibilities and each crisis team member has the equipment they 
need to be able to respond to a crisis at any particular time. Our first priority is to 
activate the crisis team. Our crisis team also included member relations experts as 
well as external experts in the industry, particularly with regards to food safety, that 
we also activated at the same time. 
 

 Almost all of the participants stated that they quickly communicated with their 

stakeholders after activating crisis communication efforts. 
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BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): We had to contact all of the people 
that purchase from us, our customers, everybody was contacted and individual 
phone calls were made to get on the phone and reassure them that products were 
safe, and that our programs were still credible and holding up to all that we had 
done in previous years.  
 
SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain): We have a very good system in 
place to be honest with you. That not only involves us internally, but our partners 
externally as well. Our partners have been, and really probably because of 
situations just like what you are studying, have developed a pretty good system of 
notification in a very prompt and timely manner to us. Our vendor partners, the 
people we get our supplies from, are very quick to notify us when there is a product 
recall of one of their products and as soon as that recall is issued and we receive it, 
we immediately turn around and notify our 50 stores and give them instructions as 
to what to do.  

 
 Maintaining communication with all pertinent audiences and stakeholders was of 

top priority for all of the participants and many used a variety of methods to maintain 

these communications. 

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): We were continually issuing 
statements, strategic response, we were working with FDA to try and help them 
communicate better with consumers. 
 
NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): We kept updates on the website, we sent out 
regular emails to our membership, and the website we actually put the information 
on a public page, it wasn‘t a members protected page, so we were actually 
communicating with just about anybody who wanted the information and knew we 
were out there. As I said, we were taking media calls…There was of course board 
communications and committee communications.  
 
PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): We communicated with our 
members through our website, e-mail blasts, through conference calls. We 
communicated with the regulatory authorities and agencies and our elected officials 
by email but primarily conference calls. We obviously conducted numerous 
interviews with media at all levels— local, regional, national, and international— 
print, broadcast, electronic… Any method of communication if it was effective and 
helped us meet our objective, we used it. 
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    Almost all of the practitioners expressed the importance of maintaining effective 

communications with all key audiences in order to disseminate their message. Each of the 

interviewees stated that they maintained these efforts throughout the duration of the 

crisis, in hopes of maintaining their organization‘s reputation.  

    Many of the practitioners mentioned communicating with the government agencies 

―to provide as much real factual input to the agencies involved as they would accept,‖ as 

Orson stated, in order to aid their investigation in coming to a definitive conclusion. 

Crisis Communication Plan 

    As previously mentioned, many of the interviewed participants referenced their 

organization‘s implementation and use of a crisis communication plan. Three sub-themes 

were used to organize the findings pertaining to crisis communication plans: 

implementation, components, and length of use. 

 Implementation  

 Of the nine public relations practitioners interviewed, only two reported not 

having or using a crisis communication plan. The other seven practitioners all had a crisis 

communication plan for their organization that was in place before the crisis and was 

used to guide each through the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): I spent a great deal of time, my 
first few months on the job learning all about foodborne illnesses and then put 
together a plan. Fortunately, we weren‘t having to fly by the seat of out pants in the 
middle of the Salmonella crisis. 
 

 Of the practitioners whose organizations that utilized a crisis communications 

plan, most indicated they also had a pre-selected crisis communication team to guide the 

organization through the crisis communication plan during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 
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BILL (Food safety VP at distribution comp.): Well first of all we have a cross 
sectional, cross functional membership in this crisis communication team. It 
represents all of the major departments of the company and so we have what we 
call a crisis contact list. It would be everybody from food safety, to operations, to 
marketing, to logistics, to human resources, every department is represented. Also 
we have legal counsel that is retained on this crisis team. So we have someone to 
refer to should we get into litigious issues especially working with the press. But 
we have a crisis management team that is kept current. 
 

 Bill described a very detailed and crisis team, which was common amongst the 

larger organizations represented in the study. Whether the crisis team was large or small, 

all of the interviewees with a crisis communication team stated that each member of their 

crisis communication team had specific duties that he or she was aware of in the event of 

a crisis. 

 One subject, Brianne, expressed her belief in more of a skeletal crisis 

communication plan, as it was impossible to detail each step of a crisis because they are 

unpredictable and unique.  

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): I don‘t believe in comprehensive 
crisis plans. I‘ve been through numerous ones and the whole let‘s do a decision 
tree, if this happens you do this, you throw it out of the window day one. So my 
crisis plans for my clients are very succinct. 
 

 Along the same lines, Norah indicated that many companies would better weather 

a crisis if they at least had a basic crisis communication plan instead of hoping that they 

never have to experience a crisis. 

NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): For most companies, it‘s that basic. Know 
who is on your team, who your audiences are, and what type of communications, 
there‘s a list of six to eight documents that you use  in every single recall, and you 
could easily have those templates available or as I said, just having a list of those 
eight so that you know what you have to do. 
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 An organization that has a crisis communication plan in place is better prepared to 

communicate effectively with their audiences and is better able to protect the 

organization in the face of a crisis. Each interviewee referenced a different approach in 

implementing their organization‘s crisis communication plan, but all indicated the need 

for some type of crisis communication plan.    

 Components  

 While the components of a crisis communication plan do not have to be 

complicated, participants shared their opinions on important components in their 

organization‘s plan. 

 As previously stated in the findings, the crisis communication team is identified 

and duties assigned in the crisis communication plan. Additionally, all of the participants 

collectively referenced other common components. 

SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.): Its really pretty classic, who gets 
communicated to and how, and why, and when. 
 
PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.):  The initial section consists of 
what our objectives are, who our key audiences are, and what are some of our basic 
key messages. 

 
 All of the practitioners stated contact information of stakeholders, board 

members, media contacts, and other key audience members was a necessity for any 

organization to have access to during a crisis. 

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): The other thing to is you need to 
have good contact information. In other words, at your finger tips, I don‘t care if 
you call them all the time, in a crisis half the time your mind shuts off for simple 
things like that, but you need to have phone numbers and e-mail addresses of 
regulators, potential issue accelerators, buyers of your products, at your fingertips, 
so you have that accessible and can grab it quickly. 
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NORAH (VP of comm. at trade org.): It also included a chart that listed all of our 
target audiences and who the lead person was to contact those audiences. Then 
some ideas or some options on how to contact them, whether it be phone calls or e-
mail, or whatever. It also included contact information for the senior staff and also 
other associations 
 

 A crisis communication plan does not have to be a huge step by step process. 

Many times the plan will be altered according to what is happening in a specific crisis. 

The information in a crisis communication plan can be simply organized; many are 

composed of and organized by checklists. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): It doesn‘t have to be a 12 page or 
20 page this is what you do, and this is what you do. 

 
PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): We have a section that is 
basically some checklists. One of them is an issues analysis form that takes us 
through looking at whatever the particular issue is, in this case food safety, and 
what some of the consequences can be, and just helping us get a focus on what we 
need to be looking at, what are the facts, who knows what, what does the media 
know, that kind of thing; just sort of analyzing the issue. It also has a response 
checklist so for the first 24 hours a crisis, specifically food safety, we have an 
outline of each person on the crisis team and what they would need to be doing for 
the first 24 hours. 

 

 By having a crisis communication plan, an organization is better able to stay 

organized and keep track of communication efforts between all audiences. The crisis 

communication plan also provides structure to an organization in unfamiliar situations 

such as a crisis. 

 Length of Use 

 Of the participants who followed a crisis communication plan, each followed their 

communication plan for the amount of time they found necessary for their organization. 
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PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): Well, initially, I mean really this 
is designed to sort of get you going. The Salmonella crisis was rather unique. Well 
it was more of a long term sustained crisis. That made it kind of unusual in some 
respects because it wasn‘t something that was over with in 2 or 3 days. The plan 
really served to help us get going and making sure we were covering all the bases 
that we needed to cover in those first few days. 
 

 While Penny found it useful for her organization to use their crisis communication 

plan to get them started, other practitioners found it useful to utilize their plan throughout 

the duration of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): So following it very closely and 
monitoring it very closely and immediately is the plan. You never know how it is 
going to end up, but you analyze it as it goes along. 

 
 Many of the interviewees were unable to pinpoint exactly how long their 

organization followed a crisis communication plan, but all stated that the plan was 

referenced throughout the crisis as needed. 

Advice to Others 

 The participants were asked to provide advice to public relations practitioners 

pertaining to future food related crises, based upon their experiences in handling the 2008 

Salmonella crisis. 

 Many of the practitioners indicated that an organization should be proactive in 

looking for signs of risk, and should be ready to act on those risk factors. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): Be ever vigilant, and ever 
monitoring of a possibility of an outbreak. Be ready to drop everything if 
something like that should happen and concentrate on gathering correct 
information, communicating with other people in your organization, 
communicating with the government, whether that be congress or wither that be 
CDC of the FDA, and communicating with the media, and with other members of 
your industry. 
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BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): I always hope for the best but we are 
always prepared for the absolute worst. Putting systems in place if the worst 
happens so you are ready to execute. 
 

 Two of the practitioners also tied the importance of risk communications with 

having a crisis communication plan in place to better prepare for a possible crisis. 

PENNY (director of public affairs at a trade org.): Have a crisis plan in place. I 
can‘t stress that enough. Go through a crisis risk assessment; make sure that you 
have a plan in place and that you re examine it every year at the least. If you need 
to, drill, and make sure that you don‘t have any holes in it. I think above all, that 
would be my number one piece of advice. 

 
SHELDON (Director of comm. for grocery chain):Number one, first and foremost 
have an action response plan in place in advance because something‘s always going 
to happen, and you need to be prepared to be out in front of the situation the minute 
it happens.  
 

 Along with these practitioners, most of the other participants also advised than an 

organization have a crisis communication plan. 

SUSANNE (VP of comm. at trade org.): Know where your potential weaknesses 
are, plan for those weaknesses to mitigate them from happening. Create a crisis 
team, create a crisis plan. Make a living document, don‘t sit it on the shelf and say, 
oh we did that job and move on to 87 different things. 
 

 Two practitioners, Brianne and Orson, also stressed the importance of developing 

and maintaining relationships with governmental agencies.  

BRIANNE (Issues management at nonprofit): I would say have good relationships 
with regulators so that you have an open line of communication. That is 
exceptionally important. Again, gathering information is the basis of any good 
crisis response because you can overreact or under react if your information isn‘t 
good. 
 
ORSON (CEO of growing, packing, shipping comp.): Be aggressively responsive 
to the governmental inquiries. Stick to the facts and communicate them with every 
breath you have. 
 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Palmer, December 2010 
 

88 
 

 Communicating with governmental organizations such as the CDC and FDA can 

aid their investigations and allow them trust the organization and the information the 

organization provides.  

 It was advised by one participant to organizations and other practitioners alike, to 

be prepared to communicate and communicate effectively and honestly with consumers, 

industry counterparts, stakeholders, and the media. 

MAUREEN (Director of comm. for trade org.): Concentrate on gathering correct 
information, communicating with other people in your organization, 
communicating with the government, whether that be congress or wither that be 
CDC of the FDA, and communicating with the media, and with other members of 
your industry. So it is a lot of talking, it is a lot of communicating, but that is I 
think the key. It has to be your number one priority at the time, and you need to tell 
you story. 
 

Summary 

 This chapter reported the findings of this case study as they related to the four 

research objectives previously defined. These findings provided the information sought 

by the researcher to meet the purpose of this study. Conclusions and recommendations as 

they relate to these findings are discussed in Chapter V. 
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Chapter V 

As stated in Chapter I, the purpose of this study was to examine the risk and crisis 

communications efforts taken by public relations practitioners in the produce industry 

during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. The goal of this research study was to utilize the 

findings to create a list of best practices for public relations practitioners to use in future 

related crises. The following research objectives were used to guide this study: 

1. Determine public relations practitioners‘ opinions of the effectiveness of their 

organization‘s communication efforts during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  

2. Explore the lessons public relations practitioners‘ learned as a result of their 

involvement in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

3. Describe public relations practitioners‘ perceptions of mass media coverage, 

including frames presented during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

4. Understand risk and crisis communication actions taken by companies impacted 

by the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

The researcher sought an in-depth understanding of the communication efforts used 

in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak; therefore, case study methodology was chosen for this 

research to elicit the appropriate depth of information (Merriam, 1998). The following 

conclusions were based upon the findings documented in Chapter IV that were gleaned 

from the semistandardized interviews of nine public relations practitioners who 

communicated and experienced the 2008 Salmonella outbreak first hand. 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations   
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Conclusions in Relation to Research Objective 1 

The researcher found four themes when analyzing the data in determining public 

relations practitioners‘ opinions of the effectiveness of their organization‘s 

communication efforts during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. The themes found in 

relation to Research Objective 1 were communication goals, effective communication, 

ineffective communication, and organization success during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak. 

Communication goals 

As discussed in Chapter II, Ferrante (2010) stated that an organization must show 

concern for the public, especially when health and safety is involved, and must protect 

the organization‘s stakeholders in a crisis. According to Norah, organizations in the 

tomato industry during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak sought to do just that. 

NORAH: The communication goals were to number one, above everything else, 
protect public health. Number two was to help our members, those affected by it, 
and to help those members get through it the best they can from a business 
perspective. 

 

Sheldon‘s response echoed the findings of Gauthier (2010) that crisis situations are 

often exaggerated, making the dissemination of accurate and timely information 

important because it can aid in keeping a story from becoming over exaggerated and 

creating undue consumer concern. 

SHELDON: I think basically, two essential pieces. Number one was to respond to 
immediate information requests from the news media in a timely and accurate 
manner. I think number two would be to belay any fears that might have been 
created as a result of media exposure, not only locally but nationally. 
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Effective Communication 

 

 A primary responsibility of a public relations practitioner during a crisis is 

upholding media relations in order to maintain communication efforts with key audiences 

(Coombs, 2007). Many of the interviewed subjects agreed with this, as noted by 

Maureen. 

MAUREEN: People do have a right to know certain things, and as a public 
relations person, the best you can do in a crisis is to deliver good, accurate, timely, 
correct information to the media so they will get their story right. 

 
 In relation to this conclusion, Grunig, Grunig, and Dozier (2002) stated that an 

organization must be able to engage in two-way symmetrical communications with 

stakeholders. An organization that incorporates two-way symmetrical communications 

and is able to maintain a beneficial relationship with stakeholders is practicing excellent 

communications, as outlined in the excellence theory (Grunig & Hunt, 1984).   

 The organizations represented also employed two of the principles outlined by 

Vercic (1996) in that the managers did guide the communication efforts during a crisis, 

and the organizations did communicate with stakeholders in a two-way symmetrical 

manner. The organizations may have met the other principles, but this study did not 

produce any findings in relation to the other principles outline by Vercic (1996). 

 The conclusions of the communication goals are directly related to effective 

communications. Many of the goals discussed by the interviewees incorporated two-way 

symmetrical communications in order for the organization to be effective and successful 

in their efforts, which many, like Norah, said they were. 
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NORAH: I think we were very successful in keeping our members informed, which 
is one of the primary goals of the trade association. I think that we were very 
successful in maintaining communication and transparency with government 
authorities in order to be able to provide correct and accurate information to our 
members. 
 

Ineffective Communication 

 During the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, the produce industry and governmental 

agencies were disseminating messages through the media about the outbreak 

simultaneously. Many consumers found the conflicting messages unclear and confusing, 

as indicated by Orson. 

 ORSON: You have the public stakeholders, which is our customers and our 
customer‘s customers. Then you have the governmental stakeholders. Well the 
public stakeholders and the media that provides information to them, or the 
mediums, only listen to the government, and the government was providing 
inaccurate, untimely information. 
 

 Ferrante (2010) found that an effective crisis communication message must be 

clear and concise, especially if the audience is expected to take certain actions. Many 

consumers became frustrated with the mixed messages they received, and stopped 

purchasing and eating tomatoes, or ignored the messages all together (Cuite et al., 2009). 

 Based upon the findings and the literature, some of the messages communicated 

during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak were ineffective due to a lack of clarity, which may 

have contributed to some of the losses suffered by the tomato industry even though the 

confusing messages were not disseminated by the tomato industry. 
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Organization Success 

 A crisis is an unexpected event that is characterized by surprise, threat, and short 

response time (Hermann, 1963). Given these circumstances, almost all of the interview 

participants said that their organization did the best they were capable of doing during the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

SUSANNE: We did our best given the complexity of what was around us. We 
followed all of the systems and came together working like teams, and created new 
partnerships in the supply chain based on the commodity groups. It is hard to use 
that term, ‗the operation was successful, but the patient died‘, but it is kind of 
relevant here. We followed the process, we had great agreement and cooperation on 
the process, it is just the outcome came too late to help so many of our members 
who were severely financially impacted by it. 

 
 Ulmer et al., (2007) defined a foodborne illness outbreak as an unforeseeable, 

unavoidable crisis that creates high levels of uncertainty. Due to the nature of the 

Salmonella outbreak, all but one of the organizations abided by the lessons outlined by 

Ulmer et al., (2007 to reduce uncertainty in a foodborne illness outbreak. The researcher 

concluded that all of the organizations attempted to practice excellent communications to 

the best of their ability by symmetrically communicating with their stakeholders (Grunig 

and Hunt, 1984). 

 Additionally, all of the practitioners said their organizations were effective and 

communicated as effectively as possible given the nature of a crisis, which is supported 

by the findings of L. Grunig et al., (2002).While the outcomes of the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak were unfavorable for the tomato industry, these outcomes were unpredictable 

and were not the result of failed communication efforts on the part of the tomato industry.   
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 Almost all of the interview subjects stated that they felt their organization‘s 

communication efforts were successful in meeting their set communication goals, but 

were unable to positively impact the outcomes of the 2008 Salmonella crisis. There were 

some specific instances in disseminating timely and accurate information that hindered 

the effectiveness of the communication efforts of a few of the organizations. 

 Overall, all of the organizations represented in this study performed to the best of 

their ability, given the complexity and exceptional circumstances of the 2008 Salmonella 

crisis.  

Conclusions in Relation to Research Objective 2 

When analyzing the data related to research objective two, lessons learned by 

public relations practitioners during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, the following themes 

emerged: thoughts about the outbreak, effectiveness of communication, impact of 

communication, and organization changes. 

Thoughts about the Outbreak 

 The recollections of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak provided insight into the 

perceptions of the practitioners about the outbreak and why they took the 

communications actions they did on behalf of their organization. Many of the 

practitioners described the 2008 Salmonella crisis as unique and expressed feelings about 

the crisis not being a classic crisis. 

 NORAH: The tomato Salmonella outbreak, well I should say jalapeño pepper 
outbreak that we are talking about, was really different in a lot of ways. It didn‘t 
really follow a normal, in the beginning it followed the normal process, but then as 
time went on it really didn‘t follow a typical recall or outbreak investigation. 
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  Literature suggests that each crisis should be considered unique, and 

communication efforts should not be generic, but rather tailored to each specific crisis 

(Ulmer et al., 2007). This literature aligned with the findings of this study, as many of the 

practitioners stated that because of the changing nature of the 2008 Salmonella crisis, 

they had to customize their crisis communication plan and efforts based upon the 2008 

crisis. 

 Many of the interviewees were frustrated by the confusion surrounding the FDA 

messages.  

BRIANNE: There was confusion at a lot of different levels from FDA‘s trace back 
and the way they communicated with consumers on the outbreak was extremely 
confusing. 
 

 Brianne‘s statement was supported by the findings of Anderson (2000), 

emphasizing the lack of consumer confidence in the U.S. food system and governmental 

agencies due to the messages portrayed during foodborne illnesses. 

 The public relations practitioners also expressed feelings of anger on behalf of the 

tomato industry because tomatoes were wrongly accused of being the source of the 

outbreak and were never formally cleared. 

MAUREEN: At the point the tomato industry was experiencing severe decline in 
business, tomatoes were being destroyed even here…. As it had turned out, they 
admitted later on that it was Serrano or jalapeño peppers that were causing this. To 
this day they have not exonerated tomatoes. 

 
Effectiveness of Communication 

 
 More than one of the subjects stated that the 2008 Salmonella outbreak showed 

them that in order to communicate effectively, the media must be utilized or the 

organization risks not getting their message heard.  



Texas Tech University, Ashley Palmer, December 2010 
 

96 
 

BILL: You cannot be intimidated by the media. You have to be on the offensive if 
there are issues that are pertaining to the products that you are producing. It is your 
image out there, and you have to do image control. 

 

 The findings of Ferrante (2010) validated this thought, and stated that by meeting 

media needs, an organization is able to use the media to disseminate the messages they 

wish to relay to a large number of people. 

 All of the subjects recognized the need for better communications between 

governmental agencies, the FDA and CDC, and industry officials so that in the future, 

messages can be presented in a clearer more concise manner that will not damage the 

industry.   

PENNY: Part of that is because we weren‘t part of the loop. They did not bring 
industry in, as part of their stakeholders. So we were more bystanders than we were 
participants in the investigation and so consequently a lot of harm was done. 

 
Impact of Communication 
 

 During the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, many of the organizations and companies 

in the tomato industry collaborated in an effort to create a united message and minimize 

damages. 

 
BRIANNE: Yes, I guess whenever there is an outbreak associated with produce, 
yes. The whole industry comes together to help respond and defend the commodity. 

 
 The practitioners who participated in these group efforts found them to be 

beneficial to their individual organizations as well as to the industry as a whole. Ferrante 

(2010) stated that collaboration amongst organizations during a crisis keeps audience 

members from having to choose sides, and can benefit all organizations even if the 

overall goal of each differ. 
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 While interviewees expressed mixed opinions about the influence of 

communication efforts on media coverage, the overall consensus amongst them was that 

the impact was not significant enough to have a strong influence on the national media 

coverage. 

Organization Changes 

 Ulmer et al., (2007) found that organizations can only be successful in a 

foodborne illness outbreak if it examines its practices and communication efforts after the 

crisis. The majority of the practitioners reported going over their practices and procedures 

after the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, which was important in determining effective and 

ineffective communication efforts. 

BILL: I don‘t know that we decided to change anything, we just decided that yep, 
although the mock drills are nice, in a real world situation this does work. I think 
what it did, was give us some piece of mind. 
 

 Other subjects learned that seemingly minor details could have major implications 

in a crisis, and updated information such as contact numbers after the 2008 outbreak, as 

stated by Norah.  

 NORAH: The numbers were updated, the contact information was updated. 
 

 Despite the severe damages suffered by the tomato industry during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak, all of the practitioners said no large changes were made to their 

practices or procedures, citing the fact that their organizations communicated effectively 

given the negative nature of the 2008 crisis. An organization should be able to learn from 

past crises and can improve their communication efforts based upon this information 
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(Coombs & Holladay, 2004). In going over the information obtained in the 2008 

outbreak, these organizations will be better prepared should they face a future crisis.  

 In regard to Research Objective Two, the researcher noticed a reoccurring pattern 

throughout the four themes presented in these findings. In almost all of the themes, 

practitioners expressed the value of collaborating with industry counterparts during the 

2008 Salmonella crisis so that communication efforts were more successful and 

beneficial to the tomato industry as a whole. 

Conclusions in Relation to Research Objective 3 

Research objective three sought to describe public relations practitioners‘ 

perceptions of the mass media coverage and frames presented during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak. Four themes were apparent during coding: perceptions of media 

coverage, impact of media messages, framing of the outbreak, and consumer 

interpretation. 

Perceptions of Media Coverage 

 The perceptions of the participants about the national media coverage were 

mixed. Some said the media coverage was extremely negative while others found the 

media coverage was fair to the tomato industry even though the message was negative. 

BILL: There were a lot of misinformed reporters out there, there were a lot of 
people that did not understand the produce industry at all and were making 
statements that were not fact based and were very untrue. 
 
MAUREEN: The media played an integral role in the investigation and in public 
health, they did their job. I don‘t think we have any complaints about how the 
media reported this story because we spoke with them.  
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 Verbeke (2005) found that food industry stories are often portrayed negatively 

because of the rise in foodborne illness outbreaks. On the other hand, Eyck (2000) found 

the media to be valuable when disseminating messages pertaining to food safety.  

 The researcher observed that those practitioners who said the national media 

coverage was fair and accurate had positive interactions and communications with the 

media, whereas those practitioners who had limited or no contact with the media 

generally had negative perceptions of the media coverage. As stated previously in the 

literature review, good media relations would have aided these smaller companies in 

disseminating their messages, and could have mitigated some of the damages and 

negative publicity they felt harmed their companies. 

Impact of Media Messages 

 As a whole, almost all of the interview subjects referenced the loss of profits and 

sales as the main impact of the media messages on the industry. 

 Penny explained that while the media messages were not to blame for the industry 

losses, the confusion created by the messages and the negative nature of a crisis did 

contribute to the industry losses. Anderson (2000) suggested that efforts be made 

between the media and food industry to strengthen communication efforts, which could 

possibly aid in the negative impact a crisis has on the food industry and how that crisis is 

portrayed in the media. 

 There were no significant findings to draw conclusions on pertaining to the media 

impact on individual organizations, as none of the individual companies represented in 
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this company were directly targeted. Additionally, none of the practitioners said that there 

was a significant impact on their organization specifically that they observed.  

Framing of the Outbreak 

 Hallahan (1999) described news framing as the use of common themes to portray 

an issue. During a crisis, foodborne illness outbreaks are often framed in a controversial 

and negative manner (Gauthier, 2010). This was consistent with the findings of this 

study. All of the practitioners said the produce industry was framed negatively at some 

point, if not all the way through the 2008 Salmonella crisis.  

SHELDON: Oh I think definitely a negative light. To a very large degree. I think 
the entire produce industry was under a great deal of national, even international 
scrutiny. 

 
 Many of the practitioners cited the source identity problem as a large contributing 

factor to the negative framing. On the same note, two practitioners stated that the framing 

of the outbreak shifted to a more positive framing of the outbreak when tomatoes were no 

longer the primary suspect of contamination. 

NORAH: So it was negative, and then I think toward the end, when it turned out to 
not be tomatoes, but be something completely different, and some of that negativity 
disappeared or turned into a positive frame for the industry. 
 

 These conclusions did not align with Irlbeck and Akers (2009) who found that the 

frames presented during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak were not negative and did not 

portray the food industry in a negative manner. They also determined that the information 

reported during the outbreak was based on the information provided by the FDA. The 

news networks were disseminating what was thought to be factual information at the 

time, although these facts were later found to be incorrect. 
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 This study used the Scheufele (1999) model to examine whether or not the 

perceptions of the practitioners about the frames presented in the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak affected their communication efforts. The researcher found that in some 

instances, they did. The practitioners perceived the media frames to be negative, and 

therefore worked to relay messages to their audiences that were honest and showed that 

the industry was working hard to resolve the crisis, which was more positive framing. In 

doing this, practitioners were able to influence the message input by their organizations, 

which then transferred into getting their stories picked up and disseminated by the media. 

Unfortunately, practitioners were unable to influence the messages put out by the FDA, 

which was harmful to their organization because tomatoes were never found to be 

contaminated with Salmonella. 

Consumer Interpretation 

 All of the participants concluded that consumer interpretation of the mass media 

messages was that of mass confusion. Consumers were confused about which tomatoes 

were safe to eat, and which were not, and when faced with this confusion, consumers 

either stopped consuming tomatoes or completely disregarded the messages (Cuite et al., 

2009). Due to those actions taken by consumers, the tomato industry suffered losses both 

in and out of the field. Had the communication messages been clearer to consumers, the 

tomato industry may not have suffered losses to the degree that it did.  

MAUREEN: The public is so bombarded by so many messages every day that they 
can‘t drill down to just red roma tomatoes. They just won‘t eat; it is just easier for 
them to say tomatoes are not good, so I‘m just not going to eat them. Then what 
happens is that they hear all of these advisories and certainly they have never been 
sick, most people have never been sick, so they ignore them. That‘s not good 
either, because sometimes their health can be protected with good information. 
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Conclusions in Relation to Research Objective 4 

 This objective sought to understand the risk and crisis communication actions 

taken by companies impacted by the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. The three themes found 

in relation to this objective are: communication actions, crisis communication plan, and 

advice to others. 

Communication Actions 

 Tench and Yeomans (2006) described crisis management as the preparation of an 

organization before a crisis, the management of the crisis, the re-establishment of the 

organization after the crisis. 

 The subjects outlined the communication actions taken by their organizations that 

were developed to meet their organization‘s needs and communicate effectively. Almost 

all of the subjects referenced the following communication actions: 

 Information gathering 

 Notification of stakeholders 

 Activation of crisis communication plan and or crisis communication team 

 Dissemination of messages 

 Maintenance of communications with stakeholders 

PENNY: We communicated with our members through our website, e-mail blasts, 
through conference calls. We communicated with the regulatory authorities and 
agencies and our elected officials by email but primarily conference calls. We 
obviously conducted numerous interviews with media at all levels- local, regional, 
national, and international- print, broadcast, electronic…. Any method of 
communication if it was effective and helped us meet our objective, we used it. 
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Crisis Communication Plan 

 An organization must plan an evaluate all communication efforts to ensure 

efficiency and effectiveness (Ferrante, 2010). A crisis communication plan can 

potentially minimize the damages caused by a crisis by enabling an organization‘s 

message to reach its key audiences and stakeholders in a timely and accurate manner 

(Leighton & Shelton, 2008). An organization should always be prepared for a crisis even 

if they have never had to face one (Tench & Yeomans, 2006). Seven out of the nine 

practitioners reported using a crisis communication plan during the 2008 Salmonella 

crisis.  

SUSANNE: It‘s [a crisis communication plan] really pretty classic, who gets 
communicated to and how, and why, and when. 
 

 The crisis communication plan does not have to be a complicated document but 

should include stakeholder and media contacts, crisis team members and their duties, 

communication strategies, and important checklists (Marra, 2008). This was reiterated by 

many of the practitioners, and all of them listed key components of their crisis 

communication plans, but said that it was not a complicated or permanent document.  

PENNY:  The initial section consists of what our objectives are, who our key 
audiences are, and what are some of our basic key messages. 

 
 Many of the practitioners stated that their organization used the crisis 

communication plan to start them off, and then referenced and modified it throughout the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak as needed, which was also found by Leighton and Shelton 

(2008). All of the practitioners who utilized a crisis communication plan stated that the 
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plan guided their communication efforts through the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, and 

aided them in being more effective in their communication efforts. 

Advice to Others 

 Each of the participants were asked what advice they would give to other public 

relations practitioners who might face a similar crisis to the 2008 Salmonella outbreak 

based upon their experiences with the 2008 outbreak. 

 The findings to this response as well as those of research objective two allowed 

the researcher to develop a list of Do‘s and Don‘ts pertaining to foodborne illness 

outbreaks and possibly other food related crises (see Table 1). 

 Additionally, this figure meets the goal of this research study by providing 

guidelines that can be expanded upon in the future to provide a basis for a risk and crisis 

communications model for public relations practitioners in the food industry. These 

guidelines were compiled based upon information gathered in the literature review as 

well as the insight provided by the public relations practitioners interviewed for this case 

study. 
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Table 5.1 

The Do’s and Don’ts of Crisis Communications Related to A Foodborne Illness Outbreak 

Do Don‘t 

Have a crisis communication plan Think it can‘t happen  

Monitor for potential risks Ignore the warning signs 

Practice two-way communications  Be ambiguous  

Provide timely and accurate information Don‘t lie or be  dishonest  

Collaborate with industry counterparts Chastise government agencies 

Develop and maintain governmental 

relationships 

Ignore key audiences or stakeholders 

Conduct a crisis audit/mock drill Hide from the media 

Reach out and utilize the media Stay silent 

Keep up with important contacts Downplay public health 

 

 Leighton and Shelton (2008) stated that all organizations should have a crisis 

communication plan of some sort that identified stakeholders, key messages, goals, and 

contact information. Many of the participants also found this to be vital in their 

communications during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, thus making a crisis 

communication plan and its components pertinent to the guidelines listed above. 

Additionally, Ferrante (2010) found that it is important for an organization to provide 
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accurate and timely information to the media in order to disseminate the organization‘s 

message as well as protect its reputation during a crisis. Eyck (2000) suggested that by 

using the media outside of a crisis, the food industry could improve credibility and ease 

consumer concerns about the food supply, which would aid in communicating with 

consumers during a crisis by having a positive relationship established beforehand. 

 Some of the proposed guidelines are applicable to crisis situations in any industry, 

but due to the nature of a foodborne illness outbreak, the researcher felt these guidelines 

as a whole are especially pertinent to the food industry. Many of the participants 

mentioned the unusual nature of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, in part because of the 

length of the outbreak, but also because tomatoes were never cleared as a possible source 

of contamination. These findings make it imperative that those in the food industry seek 

out media outlets to provide consumers with their messages. While it is the tendency of 

those in the food and agriculture industry to shy away from media sources, getting out 

their messages and information will aid in reducing the damages suffered by an industry 

during a foodborne illness outbreak. 

 Crises in the food industry involve the safety of consumers, and these types of 

crises require immediate response and action from an organization. An organization is 

better prepared to respond to consumers and other stakeholders if they have a plan that 

outlines who gets communicated to, how they get communicated to, and what 

information gets communicated to them (Ulmer et al., 2007). Therefore, it is important 

for organizations in the food industry to be prepared for a crisis, so that they may 

communicate in the most efficient and effective manner possible. 
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Discussion 

 The participants of this study seemed to align with the type of organization they 

identified with. Those from trade organizations, such as Norah and Penny, had very 

similar thoughts on both the media as well as the FDA, which they both felt were fair and 

did a good job during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

 Both Tim and Bill are food safety experts whose organizations did not have a 

public relations practitioner, therefore they both served as their respective organization‘s 

public relations person during the outbreak. They represented smaller companies that had 

less contact with the media, and in turn they felt the media did a very poor job of 

reporting the outbreak. Orson, a CEO of a shipping and packing company, which also did 

not have a public relations practitioner, also felt the same way about the media. All three 

men expressed strong feelings of anger toward the media and the FDA alike for the 

messages disseminated to the public during the outbreak. 

 Brianne was the only participant that represented a non-profit organization, and 

she often discussed the fact that tomatoes grown in her region of the country by the 

clients she represented were never of question during the outbreak. She also said she 

believed that the FDA poorly handled the outbreak because of the confusing messages it 

disseminated, and she said that she felt that tomatoes from her area should have been 

cleared sooner by the FDA. 

 Sheldon had a different point of view from the other organizations because he 

represented the communication efforts of an entire grocery chain. Many of his efforts 
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were on the behalf of protecting consumers as those are their customers, rather than 

protecting tomato farmers or the tomato industry specifically. 

Recommendations 

For practitioners 

 The researcher recommends developing better lines of communication with 

governmental agencies. While this study did not probe into industry relations with the 

FDA and CDC, the researcher could not ignore the resentment and anger many of the 

interview subjects portrayed in their interviews toward the FDA especially, regarding the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak. Orson expressed his feelings concerning the FDA. 

ORSON: You have the public stakeholders, which is our customers and our 
customer‘s customers. Then you have the governmental stakeholders. Well the 
public stakeholders and the and the media that provides information to them, or the 
mediums, only listen to the government, and the government was providing 
inaccurate, untimely, information. So we had to focus our efforts on the 
governmental agencies because nothing we said in the public arena was going to be 
accepted as factual. 

 
 Irlbeck (2009) found that the FDA lost some credibility due to its communication 

efforts and the length of time it took them find the true source of the outbreak. This 

research study found that practitioners were also frustrated with the confusion 

surrounding the messages put out by the FDA. A study done by the Rutger‘s Food Policy 

Institute also found that consumers were confused by the FDA‘s messages, and the 

confusion led to additional losses in the tomato industry (Cuite et al., 2009).  

  The food and agriculture industries tend to shy away from the media, and often 

the media is forced to look outside of the industry for interviews and information (Eyck, 

2000). If practitioners are able to improve communication efforts with governmental 
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agencies, it could aid both parties in disseminating united messages to consumers and 

could also aid investigative efforts in future possible crises. In doing this, produce 

industry officials would hopefully be able to prevent some of the unnecessary losses 

sustained by the tomato industry during the 2008 Salmonella crisis. 

 The researcher suggests using the guidelines presented in this case study to guide 

practitioners in planning for a future crisis. Given the information garnered from the 

literature review and the suggestions of the participants, the researcher suggests following 

these steps in developing a plan: 

1. Identify a crisis communication team and duties of each member of the team 

should the organization become involved in a crisis (Ulmer et al., 2007). 

2. List all stakeholders and audiences that the organization communicates with 

3. Gather contact information for stakeholders, board of directors, media sources, 

and any other contacts that may be a valuable resource during a crisis (Ferrante, 

2010). 

4. Develop key messages to disseminate to stakeholders and goals of the 

communication efforts to be used. Also determine how these messages will be 

dispersed. 

5. Identify trustworthy media sources to be contacted at the beginning of a crisis to 

tell the organization‘s side (Coombs, 2007). 

6. Conduct a crisis audit or mock drill at least once a year to test all of the materials 

and methods and to check for possible updates. 
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7. Be on the offensive, be monitoring for a crisis and be ready to respond at the 

beginning of a crisis with timely and accurate information to all stakeholders, 

including the media. 

 Based upon the findings of this study, these steps and the provided guidelines are 

important to communicate effectively with all stakeholders and may aid an organization 

in mitigating the damages suffered during a crisis, such as profit losses.  

For Future Research 

 This case study researched the risk and crisis communications taken by public 

relations practitioners during the 2008 Salmonella crisis. In researching this, insight was 

provided on the effectiveness of certain communications efforts in hopes that damages 

could be minimized in future related crises. To fully understand the depth of the damages 

sustained by the tomato industry during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, a study should be 

done to determine the long term impacts the 2008 outbreak had on the tomato industry. A 

study of this nature would possibly provide information that would aid in the creation of 

a model for practitioners to use during a food related crisis that took into account long 

term effects on an industry. 

 To further understand the risk and crisis communications utilized during a crisis, 

further research needs to be conducted pertaining to other food related crises in order to 

generalize these findings beyond this study. Additional research would be especially 

pertinent to this issue when examining more recent cases of foodborne illness outbreaks, 

such as the 2010 Salmonella outbreak in eggs or the 2009 peanut butter recall, also due to 

Salmonella. 
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  In examining multiple foodborne illness outbreaks, a greater amount of 

information would be provided to aid in the creation of a model for crisis 

communications that would be applicable and pertinent to the food industry as a whole. 

Addtionally, studies on other foodborne illness outbreaks, especially those conducted in 

closer proximity to the actual crisis, may provide information and additional pertinent 

research that was not found in this study that would make the model sounder for future 

use. 

 This study as well as multiple previous studies found that media relations were 

imperative during a crisis, but were often overlooked or ignored by organizations in the 

food industry (Eyck, 2000). A study focusing on media relations specifically in the food 

industry could provide valuable information into the use of media, media relations, and 

how to improve media relations in a way that can benefit an organization during a crisis. 

Given the heavy use of media today, media relations are an important part of crisis 

communications that can work for or against an organization. By better understanding the 

relationship between the media and the food industry, practitioners would better be able 

to serve their organization and industry alike. 

 This case study sought to provide guidelines for the future creation of a basis for a 

risk and crisis model for public relations practitioners, but like Irlbeck (2009), the 

researcher feels additional studies on other food related crises and the related risk and 

crisis communications are needed to come up with a working model for practitioners to 

use in future related crises. 
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Appendix B 

Initial Contact E-mail 

Hello, my name is Ashley Palmer, and I am a master's degree student at Texas Tech 
University. In my research, I found that you were frequently quoted during the 2008 
Salmonella outbreak. I obtained your email address through your website and I would 
really like to speak with you about the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 
 
For my master's thesis, I am interviewing public relations practitioners in the produce 
industry about the Salmonella outbreak that occurred in tomatoes and jalapenos in the 
summer of 2008, and I understand that you may have worked in the produce industry 
during that time. 
 
A few of us at Texas Tech are working to provide timely information and a model to 
public relations practitioners to use during a food recall, and we would really appreciate 
your input. 
 
I would like to conduct an interview with you over the phone and have you reflect upon 
your communication efforts during the summer of 2008. Specifically, I'll ask you about 
your position in the produce industry, how you saw the stories presented by the national 
television media, and what communication efforts your company conducted during the 
crisis. 
 
Would you be interested in doing an over the phone interview?  The interview would take 
about 30 minutes, and you will remain anonymous. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns please contact me via email or by telephone at 
(832) 656-5524. 
 
 
If you are unable to do the interview, is there anyone in the produce industry you would 
suggest I contact for an interview? 
 
Thank you for your time, 
Ashley Palmer 
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Appendix C 

Consent Form 

Information on Study 

Thank you for participating in this research study.  The interview will take 

approximately 30 minutes.  The information you provide will help us create better 

information for the media during food recalls or other food safety crises.  

You will be asked a series of questions to help us understand your level of food 

safety knowledge, what communication efforts you participated in during the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak and what additional information would be helpful when dealing 

with a food safety crisis.  The interview will be tape-recorded.  The tapes will remain 

locked in a safe and will be destroyed after one year. 

The responses you provide will remain confidential. You will be given a 

pseudonym or ―fake name‖ so that no one will be able to identify your responses. 

Transcripts of your interview will be kept on one researcher‘s computer, but your 

name will not be associated with your transcript. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any 

time or skip any question. No risk to physical, psychological or economic well-being 

of participants is foreseen.  No benefits to participants are foreseen.   

For questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this 

research, contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the 
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Protection of Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, 

Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you can call (806) 742-3884. 

Dr. Erica Irlbeck or Ashley Palmer will answer any further questions you may 

have about this study.  They can be reached via e-mail at erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu or 

ashley.palmer@ttu.edu, or call (806) 742-2816.  

Do we have your consent to tape record this interview and use your responses 

under the given conditions as part of a thesis over risk and crisis communications 

during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak? 
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Appendix D 

Interview Transcript 

Interview Questions 

The first set of questions is general demographic questions about your work 

experience. 

 Demographic Questions 

1. What was your job title? 

2. What kind of company did you work for? 

3. How long have you worked in the public relations field? 

4. How long have you worked in the produce industry? 

5. What is required of you as a public relations practitioner at your company? 

6. Have you ever dealt with a food safety crisis in the industry? 

The next few questions are going to deal directly with the 2008 salmonella outbreak in 

tomatoes and jalapeños  

 2008 Salmonella Outbreak Questions 

1. What do you recall about the 2008 Salmonella outbreak? 

2. What communications actions did your company take during the 2008 

Salmonella crisis? 

3. Did you have a crisis communication plan before the outbreak? Please 

explain. 

4. Did you follow a crisis communication plan during the outbreak? 
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a. If so, what did it consist of? 

b. How long did you follow this plan? 

5. Do you think the communication efforts taken during the outbreak were 

successful? Why or why not. 

a. What worked? 

b. What didn‘t work? 

6. What were the goals of the communication efforts taken by your company 

during the 2008 outbreak? 

The next three questions are going to ask you about the national media coverage during 

the 2008 outbreak 

 Media Questions 
 
1. How do you think this story was presented by the national media during the 

outbreak? 

a. Do you feel the produce industry was framed in a positive or negative 

way during the outbreak? How so? 

2. In your opinion, what impact did these stories have on your company? 

3. How do you think consumers interpreted the messages presented by the 

national media? 

This last set of questions is going to be about the crisis communications used during the 

2008 salmonella outbreak. 

 Overall Perceptions of The Crisis Communications 
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1. Looking back, how do you think your company did during the outbreak? 

2. Do you think communication efforts taken by other companies in the produce 

industry helped to influence media coverage of the outbreak? Explain. 

3. What impact do you think the communication efforts of the affected 

companies had on the industry as a whole during the outbreak? 

4. As a public relations practitioner, what advice would you give to other 

companies pertaining to a future food crisis that they might face? 

** Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

 

 


