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Emergency Recall Management
and Communications

The Quick Service Restaurant Perspective
Randall Huffman

Introduction

Companies in the business of processing, preparing, dis-
tributing and serving food to consumers must be keenly aware
of the responsibility to insure that food products have been
prepared under strict sanitary conditions and that due dili-
gence has been exercised at every step to prevent product
adulteration. Unfortunately, history proves that even those
companies who abide by the best practices of sanitation, ther-
mal processing and employee hygiene may fall victim to in-
advertent distribution of product that may cause harm to con-
sumers. This situation usually results in the issuance of a formal
recall or recovery of product from the marketplace. Other
speakers in this forum will address the legal, processor and
media perspectives on this issue. This presentation will point
out that, by default, there are many similarities in the proce-
dures and actions that each segment of the food chain must
take to be prepared for a recall, such as having a Recall Team
and a Recall Plan in place well in advance of a crisis. How-
ever, companies that prepare and sell ready-to-eat foods to
the consuming public, have some unique challenges when
faced with a food recall. This presentation will identify some
of those challenges. For purposes of this presentation, the term
retail will be used to describe quick service restaurants (QSR)
as well as supermarkets that sell ready-to-eat meals.

Have a Recall Team and Recall Plan Implemented

As part of an overall Crisis Management Plan, a food com-
pany must have a multi-disciplinary Recall Team in place and
the team must have developed a comprehensive Recall Plan.
The Recall Plan provides the specific detailed information that
will be a definitive guide in the event of a recall. The worst
time to develop a recall plan is during the recall! During the
recall, all human resources must be clearly focused on con-

taining the problem, not on trivial matters such as finding key
phone numbers for regulatory agencies or deciding the se-
quence of events that should be followed. These details must
be defined in the Recall Plan well in advance of a crisis. The
Recall Team should be composed of key managers from each
of the following functional areas of the company; purchasing,
receiving, distribution, store operations, information systems,
consumer/public relations, food safety/regulatory, and top level
management. A recall coordinator must be appointed in ad-
vance. The Recall Team should develop the Recall Plan so
that the defined steps in the process fit the operations of the
specific company and that the plan achieves the desired goal
– quickly and efficiently preventing the sale of contaminated
product to consumers.

Product Trace-back and Record-keeping

All companies within the food processing and distribution
network must possess the ability to trace and record the flow
of products from their suppliers to their customers. The ability
to trace product in the system quickly and accurately can be
the difference between a successful recall and a disaster. The
trace-back system must include detailed flow charts includ-
ing identification of all inputs, in-process modifications and
all outputs. The retail company must have the ability to trace
product within its own distribution system from the warehouse
to the restaurant or store. It must also have a well-defined
trace-back system and communication network with the
myriad of food vendors that supply the products that may
potentially be the source of the recall. Upstream and down-
stream product trace-back and record keeping are crucial in
a recall. Products entering the retailer’s distribution system
must be coded sufficiently to enable accurate identification,
location, isolation and removal of contaminated ingredients
and product from the distribution system. The company must
be capable of tracing a single product to its first level of distri-
bution within hours. When contaminated product that poses
a significant human health risk is in distribution and is being
served to consumers, every minute counts. Hundreds or even
thousands of consumers may be consuming a specific food
from a specific lot of product at the same time, and in many
cases these retail establishments are open around the clock,
24 hours a day, 7 days a week. This amplifies the need for
efficient, accurate and fast product trace-back systems.  The
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inability to isolate contaminated lots from uncontaminated
lots may result in the recall of more products than necessary,
and the disruption of business in more segments of the distri-
bution system than necessary. Efficient trace-back systems are
invaluable in a recall crisis.

Problem Identification – Supply chain vs. In-Store

Recalls may be initiated by several entities including; sup-
pliers, FDA, USDA, state or local health departments, or the
retailer may initiate the recall on its own. A key challenge for
the retail segment is to determine the origin of the contami-
nated product in question. This can be a simple problem solved
by asking a few key questions, or it may be a complex prob-
lem only solved through detailed product analysis and inves-
tigation. If the problem seems to be isolated to a single retail
outlet or restaurant, then the likely cause of the contamina-
tion is the store or the employees of that store. An example of
a cause of an in-store recall may be a human transmissible
virus such as Hepatitis A, which could come from an infected
employee or cross contamination within the store. If the prob-
lem is widespread, multi-store and multi-state, then the likely
cause is in the supply chain. An example of a supply chain
recall may be the determination of a multi-state Listeriosis
outbreak, where a specific foodstuff has been identified to be
a common link among the victims.

Consumer Notification and Communication

One of the keys to a successful recall situation is to control
the information flow. This is accomplished through quick and
effective communication with all affected entities, including
customers and the media. A single spokesperson for the com-
pany is an important aspect of achieving a consistent mes-
sage. This spokesperson should be available to the media and

interested parties and should provide the facts of the recall, as
they become known.

A retail chain’s most valuable asset is its brand name. Re-
calls associated with a restaurant chain can be devastating to
brand equity if not handled appropriately and with the inter-
ests of consumers in mind.  A retailer is in a unique situation
compared with other entities within the food chain because
the customer base is typically much larger and is made up
exclusively of individual consumers. Communication mes-
sages designed to reach this large customer base must be con-
cise, accurate, meaningful and actionable. A retail company
must act swiftly to contain, isolate and remove contaminated
product from distribution, because it is virtually impossible to
contact and properly inform all potential consumers about
the risks associated with the product. After the contaminated
product has been removed from the marketplace, consumers
must be assured that the products being served in the estab-
lishment are wholesome and safe to eat. The reassurance of
public confidence in the brand is more likely to occur if the
company is properly prepared for the crisis with an effective
communication plan.

Summary

 In summary, a retail company must be prepared for a re-
call in much the same way as companies in other segments of
the food value chain. The objectives of a recall plan are: be
prepared; maintain complete records and trace-back capa-
bilities; identify and contain the problem; correct the prob-
lem; control the information; and restore consumer confi-
dence. When each of these issues are managed effectively,
the company has the best chance of surviving a recall. In fact,
a recall can serve as a learning process for a company and
can improve the operation in the future.


