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1.  INTRODUCTION

Consumers’ pressure forces food entrepreneurs to provide safer 
products and health authorities to control that companies meet this 
obligation. Consumers expect that those products bought will not put 
at risk their health and they have the right to know when there exist 
some. However, reality is sometimes more complex. 

Food is not an ordinary consumer activity. It is an activity we 
daily do and food metabolizes in our bodies. Feuerbach said “we 
are what we eat”. Food is part of our culture and therefore, any 
food problem regarding quality or security, real or fake, is easily 
distorted and magnified. And, of course, the same happens to its 
economic consequences. 

Food alerts appear when the market reacts to the communication of 
a food risk. It usually starts with a quick mechanism of information 
exchange. It is an international instant and homogeneous mechanism. 
However, this is not the only way to start a food alert. 

A food alert has a legal regulation, procedure and causes. Nevertheless, 
its first effect is the economic impact since it affects the product’s 
reputation and, as a consequence, the company’s image. We can, thus, 
confirm that a food alert is Law and Communication. Knowing its legal 
configuration and the perception of its management by the public 
opinion have both the same importance.  

We believe that, in order to face a food alert, its real or potential 
risk, a single working line needs to be created between the food 
lawyer and the communication expert. This brief guide is born from 
the abovementioned joint work and it aims to orientate companies 
regarding some basic concepts as well as to provide some keys to 
explain how to avoid or limit the reputational impact of a food alert.  
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2. MANAGING FOOD ALERTS 
IN THE REPUTATION 
ECONOMY 

Strictly speaking, food alerts are 
not a legal concept. Law regulates 
a fast mechanism of information 
exchange regarding food risks. 
Unless it is strictly necessary for 
consumers to know about food 
alerts, the information remains 
confidential. What we call a 
food alert is the outcome of the 
authorities’ and market’s reaction 
to the information about a food 
risk. The alert affects reputation 
and depending on its dimensions 
and the reaction of the affected 
company its consequences can be 
moderated or devastating. 

From a legal, corporate and 
communicative point of view and 
due to its legal vagueness, alerts 
raise three main problems: how 
to identify an alert, how to stop 
or limit it and how to eliminate 
its effects. 

The first problem is how to 
identify the origin of the alert. 
Sometimes it is something simple 
since the alert’s origin is in the 
same company that detects a 
problem in their product through 
internal controls or reported by 
clients. However, other times are 
the authorities the ones detecting 
the problem and when considered 
necessary they communicate 
it through the fast information 
exchange mechanisms on food 
risks that are both, national and 
international. In this example 
of alert, it is the outcome 
of the joint work of several 
administrations and even several 

countries. It is necessary to know 
who started the alert, what is the 
risk and what are the authorities’ 
and public opinion reactions. 
Immediate reaction is essential 
regarding potential complexity of 
the origin of the alert. 

Once the alert is identified it is 
important to limit its effects. 
We are not talking about hiding 
the food risk but reacting to 
it. Consumers’ safety and the 
company’s reputation are at 
stake. We need to avoid the 
alert going further than strictly 
needed so it does not affect 
other products without risks and 
so it does not create a fake alert. 
For this reason, clients, the 
community and the authorities 
need to be well informed since 
the very beginning. But it is 
also very important to be ready 
to fight legally and against the 
public opinion if the effects of 
the alert are unjustified. 

The last stage is to remove the 
alert’s effects. Of course, this 
will depend on its effect. In 
this stage the company needs to 
check the correct performance 
of the right to act of those 
involved on the alert and if 
there are any legal or economic 
responsibilities to be claimed. 
Moreover, the possible lost on 
reputation regarding the public 
opinion during the alert needs to 
be recovered. 

In all cases giving a quick 
answer is essential. Both, health 
authorities and clients appreciate 
transparency which could even 
help to improve the company’s 
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image. Inner communication in 
the company is also essential to 
get the public informed and also 
for the compliance with the legal 
obligations and occasionally to 
defend from certain external 
performances. As it happens in 
other situations, when dealing 
with food alerts prevention is 
better than cure. 
It is exactly at this stage of 
prevention when communication 
plays a main role. In the current 
global market where companies 
are competing, having a solid 
reputation is a need. When 
the pillars of a company’s 
reputation are solid in the 
event of a problem recovering 
reputation is possible. But, in 
order to achieve this, the alert 
needs to be managed in a long 
term vision and from a multi-
stakeholder approach.  

For all these reasons, working on 
the risks that can possibly create 
an alert and build an environment 
of trust regarding the company is 
as important as working on the 
management of the food alert 
as a crisis conditioning. It will 
help when facing possible future 
problems. Taking into account 
the current social context where 
companies and consumers live 
together, having an early-warning 
system will make it easier to 
identify any signs of risks before 
the problem eventually happens. 

But, the priority in all food alerts is 
that the legal and communication 
strategies are completely in full 
consonance. The communication 
must go in accordance with the 
legal aspects and both procedures 

must be perfectly aligned in order 
to limit the alert’s effects and 
even eliminate them. 

3. CHALLENGES AND 
PRIORITIES IN A FOOD 
CRISIS: 

New paradigm on food 
communication  

As we have previously mentioned, 
both the legal and communication 
strategies must work at full 
consonance at all times. Once we 
are aware of how will the prevention 
and preparation be carried out 
regarding the legal aspects and in 
order to correctly manage a food 
alert, we need to explain the new 
principals that affect the current 
food communication. 

The food model has changed over 
the past decades. During the 
fifties the main characteristic 
required in food was the mere 
satisfaction of the physiological 
needs (or pleasure). Now society 
also demands to improve their 
lives’ quality through food. 
This change of mentality, as it has 
happened in other sociological 
aspects, responds to the new 
consumption habits. The concept 
society has about food has been 
influenced by different aspects 
such as the economic situation, 
the development of the global 
health, the new cultural patterns, 
the demographic changes, the 
effects of globalization or simply 
the new trends. 

If we have a look at the 
communication area regarding food 

“having an early-
warning system will 

make it easier to 
identify any signs 

of risks before the 
problem eventually 

happens”
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we can check that it has changed 
together with the food sector. 

•	 When a company presented 
its product at the end 
of the XX century its 
communication strategy was 
focused on the quality and 
highlighted the product’s 
value and properties. 

•	 However, when we talk 
nowadays about food 
communication we need to 
add new key points apart from 
the nutritional value such 
as the functional value, the 
contribution of the food to our 
well-being and health… Other 
aspects such as the food’s 
safety are taken for granted.  

This way, we inform about the 
value and reputation of the 
brand behind the product and 
the properties of the food are 
presented; for example if it is 
a product low in cholesterol or 
calories. Added values are also 
important: freshness, organic 
products or even external 
factors such as the packaging, its 

distribution or its link to leisure 
activities. In conclusion, the 
current food communication 
revolves around what is healthy 
and responsible. This concept 
goes along with the social demand 
of a healthy nutrition not only as 
a pillar of health and diseases’ 
prevention but also as a safe 
health without risks. 

Food communication has 
changed because the consumer 
has changed and is now more 
demanding. In the past, some 
aspects such as sustainability 
during the whole life cycle of the 
product, or social policies of the 
trademark were unperceived. 
Nowadays these aspects 
sometimes make the difference 
for the consumer when choosing 
a product.

Another aspect of modern 
societies that directly affects 
the food communication is the 
development of new technologies 
which makes easier for consumers 
to access information in real 
time. These tools that allow the 
industrial opinion to be quickly 
spread also increase the risks for 
the sector and in this point it is 
essential to act in advance. 

Taking into account the current 
scenario the future of food 
communication will face new 
challenges.  

•	 In order to avoid possible 
crisis the first challenge 
is to know, in real time if 
possible, the public opinion 
of consumers.  
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•	 On the other hand, companies 
need to work to educate 
consumers and set a path 
towards a more balanced diet 
reducing the risks of diseases 
such as obesity. 

•	 Another challenge is to 
improve the information 
about the products provided 
to consumers. It helps 
consumers on the election 
of healthier products and 
informs them about the new 
advantages and benefits 
available in the sector and 
the food (itself). To be 
highlighted in this point are 
the new products created 
from new formulas or the 
production of functional 
foods (those with a specific 
function to prevent or reduce 
risks for the health). 

•	 Yet another challenge is to 
strengthen the consumers’ 
security and confidence 
regarding the products, brands 
and the food chain. In this point 
we must clarify that consumers’ 
sensibility to food alerts is 
higher than in any other sector 
such as the textile or tourism 
sector since it directly affects 
their health. Working on this 
aspect will create a solid and 
difficult to break environment 
useful in the event of a crisis 
resulting from an alert or from 
other components.  

In conclusion, the food 
communication paradigm has 
evolved and will continue during 
the next years together with the 

development on the industry and 
the more demanding behavior of 
consumers. What we must bear in 
mind is that our current society 
is over-connected and that boosts 
participation and the influence of 
opinions. Therefore, the key to 
success in communication is to 
adapt the strategies to the new 
situations and be able to reach 
all the targets in the right way. 

Prevention through active 
listening

The development of the online 
world and the social networks 
means a great change regarding 
crisis prevention. Thank to 
different tools we can identify 
and assess the risks we might face 
before they become a problem for 
our reputation. 

When analyzing the different 
social networks, the users’ 
communication and their activity 
changes depending on the source. 
For this reason, it is important 
to filter the contents and get 
to know their real importance. 
Therefore, search engines like 
Google or Yahoo! are tools 
that consumers can use to get 
informed; the analyzing part can 
be done through media networks 
like YouTube. Facebook and 
Tuenti (Spanish network) allow 
the interaction and, finally, the 
direct conversation is carried out 
through Twitter, since it allows to 
share information in real-time.

The constant active listening 
through monitoring the 
abovementioned network, gives 
information in real time about 
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the online opinion and allows 
assessing its importance in order 
to act fast and efficiently. This 
way we can detect possible 
indicators of risks and avoid 
alerts (or at least try to limit 
their impact). 

Prevention and preparation in 
the legal field

According to legislation only safe 
food can be sold; and food is 
safe when it does not represent 
a risk for health and is suitable 
for consumption. We must bear 
in mind that food can have 
bad effects for health in the 
medium and long term due to 
its cumulative effects. Legally 
speaking providers and food 
distributors have to guarantee 
the food’s safety. 

What can be done in order to be 
legally prepared in the event of 
a food alert? The key is that the 
company has to be especially 
careful with two legal obligations: 
traceability and hygiene control 
of the production.  

•	 Traceability implies the 
identification of the 
ingredients’ supplier and 
the raw materials used 
in the product; it also 
means the possibility of 
identifying who has received 
the product as far as the 
client is a professional (that 
means that identifying the 
consumer is not necessary).   

The traceability obligation as 
a legal one is applied to the 
external traceability of the 

company; of those companies 
it supplies and from which it 
receives products. However, 
although internal traceability 
(identifying the ingredients 
used at every stage of the 
process and the following 
phase) is not a legal obligation 
it could be a great tool to avoid 
the effects of a food alert. 

In the event of a food crisis, 
traceability helps companies 
to locate the affected product 
and limit the shape of the alert 
by excluding other batches 
and products that were not 
affected. Traceability will also 
help to meet the obligation 
of recalling the product 
and eventually, recovering. 
It will also help to identify 
the specific ingredient that 
possibly caused the problem 
and limit its impact. 

•	 The second legal obligation 
that is decisive to detect 
and control and alert is 
the hygiene control of the 
production. Food companies 
are obliged to control the 
handling of the products 
they produce and distribute 
by identifying the possible 
dangerous points and 
establishing a controlling 
system. This system is a legal 
obligation and it is known 
as HACCP in English (Hazard 
Analysis and Critical Control 
Points) and APPCC in Spanish.  

The Hazard Analysis and 
Critical Control Points helps 
to identify where the problem 
could be originated, verify 

“The second legal 
obligation that is 

decisive to detect and 
control and alert is the 
hygiene control of the 

production”
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where could have happened 
the possible contamination 
and in the event of an alert 
takes the necessary measures 
to avoid the repetition of 
the problem. When there is 
no such alert it also helps 
to justify the inexistence of 
contamination in the process 
of the company. 

Regarding the abovementioned 
we must take into account that 
the company is legally obliged 
to recall all those products that 
are not (or could be not) safe. 
Therefore, they are obliged 
to locate their products and 
reasonably know whether they 
are safe or not. 

That being said, a food alert is 
only justified when it represents 
a real risk for the health and 
requires a fast reaction. The 
company needs to be ready to 
avoid an exaggerated reaction and 
to correctly identify the affected 
product, the producer and the 
risk. An alert cannot be based on a 
hypothesis and it should only cover 
those aspects affecting public 
health. In order to prove this, 
the affected company needs to 
be ready to demand information 
regarding the causes of the alert in 
case it was started by authorities 
and needs to be able to discuss its 
scientific base, its magnitude or 
why it affects their products. 

The company has certainly to 
inform consumers about the 
possible risks that could affect 
their health; but that will not 
justify the growth of food panic 
that could cause unfair and 

disproportionate damage to 
the food producer or supplier. A 
balance between public health 
protection and reputation 
and economy interests of the 
company must be achieved. We 
do not mean that both aspects 
have the same importance. 
Protecting public health obviously 
has a greater importance than 
economic rights. But defending 
health protection does not mean 
ignoring other interests such as 
the economic one. 

The Company must be ready for a 
possible alert in several aspects: 

•	 The first aspect is strictly 
meeting all the legal 
obligations of functioning as 
a food company. 

•	 In the second place, the 
Company must be able to show 
to their staff, the authorities 
and the market that they are 
controlling the situation. 

•	 But, in the third place the 
company needs to demand 
law enforcement, prevent 
unjustified panic and be 
ready to defend its rights 
from the very beginning 
(which will avoid the most 
harmful effects of the alert). 
We must remember that 
there have been some alerts 
annulled by the Courts. 

Risks management vs crisis 
management

It can be said that (almost) 
all big crises come out 
unexpectedly.. A fact that is 
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more real (if possible) in the new 
communication paradigm brands 
are sharing. For this reason, 
having an appropriate risks 
monitoring system with a good 
prevention policy are decisive 
tools to control the extent of a 
problem and its consequences. 
In other words, they are decisive 
to limit the reputational harm 
for the company.  

In the light of this approach the 
management of the crisis will 
directly depend on the previous 
management of the risks. Having 
a detailed map of the risks and 
establishing preventing barriers 
will be the main pillars of 
prevention. In this section we will 
discuss about it.

The new communication 
paradigm creates more 
opportunities but also multiplies 
risks.  Communication becomes 
now interactive, personal, open 
and global. For this reason, any 
problem, real or based on rumors 
can become a real crisis that 
needs a quick reaction. 

A company’s reputation is directly 
determined by the knowledge 
and evaluation stakeholders have 
of it. The main target is always 
the client but it is not the only 
one. Other important targets 
are the authorities, employees 
and suppliers. For this reason, 
controlling the environment 
where companies, consumers and 
other actors perform has great 
importance. 

In this sense the Company needs 
to analyze the environment, 

the market and the competition 
as well as the weakness of the 
company; so it can identify 
those aspects that could 
cause a reputational damage. 
Establishing a risks map enables 
the company to be ready 
for possible problems and 
anticipates the strategies that 
will need to be taken depending 
on the situation.  

The map of risks goes together 
with an early warning system 
that constantly monitors what 
society thinks about us. We 
must bear in mind that all 
information regarding food is 
more sensitive and emotional 
due to its link to health. If we 
manage to control the different 
communication channels 
(media communication, social 
networks etc.) and we have 
an appropriate risks map 
we will be able to forecast 
critic elements and have a 
quick, decisive, balanced and 
objective management of the 
crisis. What is more, we could 
even minimize the possibilities 
of a food alert turning a crisis. 

Therefore, preventing systems 
are decisive to limit the effects 
and extent of a problem. However, 
it is possible that despite all the 
barriers established a crisis might 
appear, and managing risks is as 
important as managing the crisis. 
The communication strategy 
must be linked at all stages to 
the legal strategy. 

In order to have a correct 
management of a crisis there 
are several answers that can 

“A balance between 
public health 

protection and 
reputation and 

economy interests 
of the company 

must be achieved”
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help us to have a certain control 
of the situation.  

•	 In the first place it is 
necessary to have a system 
to objectively assess 
the seriousness of the 
problem. Human reactions 
are not always balanced 
and therefore, assessing 
the crisis objectively is 
extremely necessary. 

•	 	Once we have established 
the seriousness of the 
problem we need to 
activate the protocols and 
the reporting lines for the 
specific situation which can 
be found in the procedure 
manual. This will enable 
us to give the correct 
information through the 
correct channel and in the 
right time to each public. 

All together we must be able to 
give an appropriate answer and 
minimize the reputational harm 
for the company. However, this 
is not the end of the path. The 
food sector is more sensitive 
regarding consumers’ trust. 
Therefore, recovering the lost 
reputation is the next step. 
This objective is directly linked 
to the previous management 
of risks and crisis. In case 
our management has been 
the appropriate one we will 
be able to recover and even 
strengthen our solid reputation. 
As it happens with buildings, 
reputation cannot be destroyed 
in an hour if the pillars are solid. 
For this reason, prevention will 
always be an essential factor. 

Closing and recovering 

As we have observed through this 
document the closing of an alert 
and recovering the lost reputation 
must happen at the same time. 
We need to take into account 
the characteristics of each area 
in order to achieve a complete 
harmony of both processes.

From the legal point of view, 
closing an alert means the risk has 
been identified and eliminated. 
In case the alert comes from 
external resources, the company 
needs to know where the risk 
comes from and its extent. It 
is possible that the risk comes 
from the company’s activity, 
from a supplier or that it does 
not have anything to do with the 
company. It is also possible that it 
was wrongly identified or that its 
extent affects the company due 
to its threat to a whole sector or 
country. The legal reaction will be 
different for each situation. 

It is also important to know the 
extent of the risk: does it really 
affect public health or is it a 
quality problem? In case it affects 
public health, how does it affect 
it? Is it caused just by eating the 
contaminated product or is it a 
cumulative effect? Do we know 
if this contamination produces 
an illness, do we suspect it or 
we cannot discard the idea? 
The risk has just been found or 
was it known a long time ago? 
Now, again, the reaction in each 
case will be different. But the 
legal reaction means knowing 
the risk, identifying the source 
of the alert and opening all the 
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administrative procedures that 
guarantee the right of citizens to 
access files of their interest. 

Recovery is a matter of 
responsibility. Therefore, it is 
advisable to carry out a detailed 
assessment of the damage 
possibly caused by the alert 
concerning direct costs, market 
losses, assets depreciation 
and fall in revenues. It is 
the moment to identify the 
responsible and consider a 
claim for damages coming from 
the alert. Communication is 
essential to inform stakeholders 
about the end of the crisis.  

When closing a crisis coming 
from a food alert the main 
objective is to guarantee 
normality; that means 
informing that the problem is 
solved. In order to control the 
perception of the public opinion 

and the stakeholders about the 
situation, it is necessary that as 
part of the post-alert strategy 
we transmit a story that helps 
to protect our reputation and 
shows the conclusion of the 
alert situation. 
 
Without this last step it would 
not be possible to agree on 
what is the conclusion of the 
alert and each stakeholder 
could have a different version 
of what happened. That would 
led the image of the company to 
be subject of the public opinion 
and the personal experience of 
each stakeholder. 

When drafting the conclusion of 
an alert it is important to have an 
intern document on the causes of 
what happened, its consequences 
and its resolution. There are to 
main aspects to take into account 
before closing a crisis coming from 
a food alert: 

•	 On the one hand, it is 
important to be balanced 
regarding the information 
given to the public in order to 
avoid reopening the discussion 
in the public opinion. 

•	 On the other hand, we must 
avoid a fake closure of 
the crisis since if the alert 
happened to be reactivated 
it the company’s credibility 
would be damage and it 
would be more difficult to 
face it. 

From the point of view of 
communication it is important 
to analyze the crisis impact on 
the media taking into account 

“Crisis 
management will 
directly depend 

on the risks’ 
management that 

has previously 
been made”
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both, the online and offline 
sources. In this way, we will be 
able to know the real impact on 
reputation of the company and 
also know what new scenario 
the company needs to face. 
With time, this process needs to 
be repeated in order to know if 
the damage continues or if it has 
been successfully eliminated.

At this point we will also need 
to start a complete mechanism 
with all the prevention and 
protection work carried out in 
previous stages. Thus, in order 
to recover the company’s image 
it will be necessary to implement 
those needed actions to recover 
the clients’ trust. If the existing 
reputation before the crisis is 
based on solid pillars the damage 
of a crisis coming from a food 
alert will be limited. That means 
if the reputation is strong it 
will not easily crumble. 

4. THE 10 KEYS TO SUCCESS 
AT MANAGING A FOOD CRISIS

Legal

1.	 A traceability system and a 
strict control of risks. 

2.	 Identifying the origin of 
the alert: the risk itself and 
the communication with 
the authorities if needed. 
Detailed information about 
the organism originating and 
managing the alert as well as 
the potential risk. 

3.	 Reaction to the risk and in case 
of doubts cautious reaction. 
That means limiting the alert 

to the real problem and not 
extending it to the alarmist 
and interested perception. 
The speed of the alert does not 
justify that the administrative 
procedures are ignored. 

4.	 Have an exact evaluation of 
the damage and establish the 
cause-effect link between 
those involved in the alert 
and its effects. If needed 
claim for responsibilities. 

Communication

5.	 Permanent control of the 
information also before the 
alert. 

6.	 Acting in advance and having 
a long term view according to 
the risks. 

7.	 Transparency, honesty and 
fast reaction. 

8.	 Adapting the reaction to the 
real extent of the problem 
considering all the publics. 

9.	 Closing the alert once is 
finished. 

10.	Remain calm at all points. 

5. CONCLUSIONS

At the beginning of this approach 
to food alerts we said that food is 
part of the culture and is directly 
linked to health. That is why food 
alerts are especially sensitive 
regarding consumers. For this 
reason, a correct management 
of the alert will be essential to 
limit the reputational impact. 
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But communication will also 
determine the damage the 
company may suffer. 

Thus, we need to take into 
account the following aspects: 

•	 Although all the procedures 
to communicate a food alert 
are regulated, when it comes 
to its conclusion there is 
not an “official” end. This 
means that the company is in 
charge of communicating it 
to society. 

•	 Therefore, we need to align 
both the communication and 
legal strategies in order to 
minimize the reputational 
impact on the company. 

There are also other key points 
on the procedure which will 
help the company to successfully 
overcome the food alert: 

•	 Risks management. The 
communication needs 
preventing tools and action 
guides linked to the risks. 
Early detection is a key to 
successfully overcome the crisis 
and for this reason monitoring 
online opinions is essential. 

•	 Crisis management. A fast 
reaction and transparency 
once the alert is activated 
will make the difference in 
the outcome. The Company 
needs to stay clear always 
according to the legal limits. 

•	 Closure of the alert. Since 
it does not exist an “official” 
closure the Company is in charge 
of this final step. We need to 
avoid two main mistakes:

»» Reopening the public 
discussion with our 
speech.

»» A weak closure and the 
reactivation of the alert. 

•	 Recovering reputation. 
Reputation can be recovered 
if a previous preventing work 
has been carried out. 

All in all, we need to bear in 
mind that recovering reputation 
is possible if we count with a 
previous preventing work and if 
we have reinforced the company’s 
image. To achieve recuperation 
the coordination between the legal 
and communication strategies is a 
key element at all stages of the 
food alert. 

“The coordination 
between the legal 

and communication 
strategies is a key 

element at all stages of 
the food alert”
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