
—The scenario is possible and could
cause serious damage, but is unlikely
to occur in the near future.
Other considerations include deter-

mining whether the scenario would be a
spontaneous crisis or an emergent crisis
and whether the company would be the
victim or the culprit. Both of these fac-
tors will affect how you respond to the
crisis and how you frame your messages.

Here are a few questions you need to
ask yourself:
• Where in your receiving area can

food be compromised?
• Moving into your processing plant,

where might contamination enter the
process?

• What is the nature of packaging
and/or shipping containers?

• How do you track your product’s dis-
tribution?

• If you use private labeling, what kind
of scrutiny do you have of your sup-
pliers?

• What do FDA inspection reports tell
you? CDC reports?

• What types of problems have your
product or a competitive product
had in the marketplace?

• What is the most serious problem
that could realistically occur?

• What do your risk managers, lawyers
and insurance company indicate as
being major exposures for you?
This simple but critical vulnerability

audit—as complete as possible—will be-
come the basis for your simulation.

Establish Your Emergency
Response Team and Directors

It is essential to appoint co-emer-
gency directors (EDs) for your Emer-
gency Response Team (ERT). At least
two of them. While senior management
has the ultimate authority during a cri-
sis, the EDs exercise control over both
simulated and real crises. The EDs ap-
point and interact with your ERT. This
team includes senior management, an
operations coordinator (the person over-
seeing the crisis from an operations per-
spective), a communication coordinator
(CC) and an ERT support staff consist-

IIn the area of crisis communications, the

most important component is a crisis

communication plan. In the food and

beverage industry, it is singularly the

best defense for your company and

makes the difference between a poorly

and a properly handled crisis. It is always better to be proactive than

reactive. The purpose of a food recall simulation is to determine

whether your crisis plan works.

Initial Step: Conduct a Vulnerability Audit
Before a simulated food recall is conducted, you should complete a vulnerabil-

ity audit. Start by creating a list of crises that could occur at or affect your com-
pany. A good list can be developed by interviewing senior management officials,
other supervisory personnel, employees, distributors and sales reps, key customers,
news and trade media that routinely cover your business, trade association officials,
suppliers and vendors, retail investors, stock analysts and institutional investors,
emergency responders like police, fire, hospital and HAZMAT personnel, informa-
tion systems experts and Internet consultants.

Make sure to focus on the right issues when conducting your vulnerability audit
by analyzing your list according to the following:
• Likelihood of occurrence: Is the scenario very likely, possible but not likely in

the near term or not likely to occur at all?
• Potential damage to the company: Does the scenario have the potential for se-

rious damage, manageable damage or easily managed damage? (Note: Damage
refers not only to safety issues and physical damage to facilities, but also to the
potential for public outrage and harm to the company’s reputation.)
Next, combine these lists and rank them according to the following:
—The scenario is very likely to occur and cause serious damage.
—The scenario is likely to occur and damage is manageable.

Guidelines for
Conducting a
Simulated Food Recall

FOCUS ON FOOD RECALLS

By Edward M. Stevens, APR
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ing of a legal coordinator, a human re-
sources coordinator, a marketing/distrib-
ution coordinator, a transportation
coordinator, a financial coordinator, an
administrative coordinator, an informa-
tion systems coordinator, a social media
coordinator, a research/media monitor
coordinator, your FDA/CDC liaisons (if
any) and a logistics coordinator.

The Chain of Command
Next, develop a chain of command

for your ERT. Senior management has

the ultimate authority over the handling
of the crisis and exercises that control
through a designated ED. The ED inter-
acts with senior management and all of
the coordinators listed above.

With everyone in place, assign duties
to each team member. These responsibil-
ities will vary and can be any combina-
tion of those shown in Table 1. Other
positions include specialists and techni-
cal experts from manufacturing, quality
assurance/quality control, engineering,
architectural, waste handling, etc.

In addition to listing ERT positions
and roles, describe specific actions and
responsibilities for each team member.
Each position should also include alter-
native actions to be taken depending on
the how the situation unfolds.

Conducting Simulated/Mock Recalls
Your next step is to put your ERT

through several test scenarios based
upon your vulnerability audit to meas-
ure the effectiveness of your plan. Here’s
an example of what should unfold in a
simulated food recall:

One of the co-EDs (ED-1) will se-
cretly create the scenarios that will un-
fold during the simulation. These
scenarios will arrive in different print
and electronic media forms such as a TV
report, a radio report, news articles, a
community/consumer blog entry or
other form of social media (such as a
Twitter tweet), as well as FDA and CDC
responses.

The second ED (ED-2) is first noti-
fied of an emergency by ED-1. In con-
junction with the CC, the ED-2 assesses
the situation and determines he/she will
activate all or part of the ERT.

Once the ERT is activated, initial
steps include immediately securing an af-
fected emergency site, the business
premises and telephone(s)—landline or
cellular—for ERT member use.

First Two Hours of the
Simulation

The next steps include notifying the
remaining ERT members, sending the
appropriate team members to the ERT
meeting site and activating the site’s cor-
porate response center. Based on infor-
mation from the site, an appropriate
statement should be prepared for the
media. This statement should be posted
on the ERT microsite for ERT member
use and reference only. For example, if
contamination is suspected, issuing a
voluntary food product recall in the
form of a news release may be the appro-
priate response. This release should be
reviewed by the entire ERT to ensure
that the information is as complete as
possible. Then, the release should imme-
diately go out, in simulated fashion, to
the entire distribution/sales network
with instructions as to where to seek ad-Table 1: Team Member Duties

Title Duties

Emergency Responsible for overall response; interacts with key
Director (ED) government/regulatory officials, community leaders and

the media; should delegate responsibilities to various
ERT members.

Communication Oversees public, community and media relations; could
Coordinator (CC) be designated company spokesperson and is responsi-

ble for press releases, media briefings and contacting
third-party experts.

Legal Coordinator Coordinates legal support for the crisis.

Logistics Coordinator Responsible for ERT accommodations, catering, trans-
portation, telecommunications and other needs related
to the crisis.

Administrative Responsible for facilities, team documentation, clerical
Coordinator support and round-the-clock telephone coverage.

Human Resources Oversees, with ED, next-of-kin notification, counseling
Coordinator and other employee assistance and hiring of temporary

personnel or consultants needed to assist with the crisis.

Marketing/Distribution Responsible for presenting the complete distribution
Coordinator sales-channel situation to the team as it relates to your

product line, from brand names to lot numbers and con-
tainer sizes; identifies special sales situations due to ge-
ography or other circumstances; addresses packaging
concerns; obtains contact information for all relevant
suppliers, distributors and direct purchasers of the prod-
uct for each of the company’s locations.

Transportation Reports on all shipping lines and trucking services
Coordinator employed to take your product from your company

warehouse location(s) to its next delivery point, from
shipping manifests and on through to where all units that
have not yet been received at a distributor location are
right now.

Financial Coordinator Responsible for finance and accounting reports as they
relate to your product orders; status of any pending or-
ders or invoice discrepancies should be acknowledged.

Information Systems Under the direction of the CC, responsible for posting of
Coordinator all approved ERT Internet materials on the company Web

site.

Research/Media Under the direction of the CC, tracks and reports on
Monitoring Coordinator communications posted on Web site or generated by or-

ganizations of interest (CDC, FDA, key local news
groups, etc.).

REPRINTED FROM FOOD SAFETY MAGAZINE, DECEMBER 2009/JANUARY 2010, WITH PERMISS ION OF THE PUBLISHERS.
© 2010 BY THE TARGET GROUP • www.foodsafetymagazine.com



ditional information, which products
and specific lots numbers are affected
and, where applicable, what to do with
affected product units. Additionally, pre-
warned local emergency response teams
and government officials should be con-
tacted. Appropriate government officials
should be copied on all press releases,
preferably before the media—as simu-
lated activities. This notice should also
be immediately provided to the media
in a way that ensures the quickest and
most effective reach to all communities
served by your company, and it should
be posted on the company’s Web site
(simulated).

During this time, the crisis response
and crisis communication teams should
be operational at the crisis site and, de-
pending on simulated media interest or
presence as provided by ED-1, be pre-
pared for a media briefing.

Additional staff or team members can
be assigned the roles of actual distribu-
tors who are in receipt of suspected con-
taminated product and receive notice of
the voluntary product recall. These indi-

viduals should prepare to submit their
concerns or questions to the ERT team.

Proceeding through the
Simulation’s Culmination

In the third hour, a media informa-
tion center should be opened, non-criti-
cal notifications made and a liaison
established with local emergency opera-
tion centers. Keep senior management
briefed throughout the process.

Senior management will become in-
volved, and the ED-2 should begin
preparing for a shift change. Addition-
ally, if the crisis that you choose to simu-
late appears to require extended time to
contain or resolve, logistics must make
appropriate arrangements—lodging for
team members, catering, clothing, etc.
Once the crisis is under control, the de-
activation/recovery phase can be initi-
ated. It will be up to you precisely how
long the simulation lasts.

Upon completing the test scenarios
and determining flaws in the crisis man-
agement plan, adjustments can be made
and potential issues resolved.

Final Thoughts
Developing and executing a good cri-

sis management plan is no small task. It
takes detailed planning, an exhaustive
use of resources and practice. The real
key to successful execution, however, is
practice. While a variety of organizations
in the private and public sectors have
crisis management plans in place, the ef-
fectiveness of those plans remains un-
known due to a lack of simulated/
mock recalls. Testing your plan with a
variety of scenarios leads to the discov-
ery and resolution of problems that
may arise and ensures that your plan
will run smoothly if a scenario becomes
a reality. �

Edward M. Stevens, APR, is president of

Stevens Baron Communications, Inc.,

Cleveland, OH.

Read more about available recall solutions
in our Signature Series

articles on our Web site at
www.foodsafetymagazine.com/

signature.asp
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