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CARE IN CRISIS: PROCTER & GAMBLE’S DEC. 2021 RECALL COMMUNICATION 




Background


Procter & Gamble, the parent company to many household-name brands, issued a voluntary recall of 32 of their dry shampoo and conditioner products from several of their well-known trademarks, including Pantene, Aussie, and Old Spice (P&G, 2021). Their communicative practices following the recall introduce essential questions for public relations practitioners about their responsibilities to consumers for instituting voluntary recalls and their effects on the companies that engage them.  

This case study explores the following research question: How did Procter & Gamble consider or weigh their ethical responsibility to customers in their communication practices and public relations response when faced with the threat of losing customers as a result of a product recall? 

We begin by introducing a detailed background of the situation that Procter & Gamble encountered when 32 of their well-known dry shampoo and conditioner products were affected by the chemical benzene making its way into certain batches of the products. After analyzing the situation, we will provide research and insight into the decisions the company made employing ethics of care as an analytical framework.

The situation


Proctor & Gamble and their product recall due to benzene concerns can be viewed on a larger scale. In more recent years, and accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, consumers are 










increasingly more concerned about their health and wellness. We live in uncertain times due to climate change, pandemics, pollution, among other concerns, and people want to protect their bodies as best as possible. Consumers have become increasingly wary of what they put in and on their bodies. In a drastic difference from the boomers before them, millennials and generation Z make a much more conscious effort to research the ingredients in their personal care products and food to see if they are harmful or not. This generational switch of mindset is part of a larger picture – one in which younger generations demand more transparency from large corporations in areas ranging anywhere from employment practices, resourcefulness, to consumer safety. According to Abigail Masory of AlixPartners, a global consulting firm, millennials “want beauty and personal care products with natural or organic ingredients that are sourced and manufactured following ethical and environmental standards” (Masory, 2019). Corporations can now get away with much less than they could in the past, all because consumers are now more aware and demand better for themselves. This new demand for a transparent relationship between the consumer and corporation has led us to use an ethics of care framework to examine P&G's concern (or lack thereof) for customer safety, care, and physical wellbeing.

situation statement

This case study looks at Proctor & Gamble, an international corporation with their headquarters in Cincinnati, Ohio, and their recall of 32 different dry shampoo and conditioner products due to benzene concerns. Through this case, we will study how P&G considered their ethical responsibility to customers in their communication processes and public relations response.

Procter & gamble background

Procter & Gamble, as mentioned before, is the parent company to many household-name brands. Starting as a family business over 180 years ago, their brands have since become fixtures in the American household. Their products, primarily household maintenance and personal care products, include iconic brands such as Tide, Gillette, Pampers, Charmin, Tampax, Crest, Pantene, Old Spice, and Vicks.

Over its long history, the company has innovated and even created some of the leading market segments and products that Americans today use daily (P&G, 2020). For example, P&G's Crest brand revolutionized toothpaste in 1955 by formulating a version that contained fluoride, the standard in toothpaste products nowadays. Similarly, P&G's research led to the anti-dandruff shampoo industry in 1961, pioneered by their brand Head & Shoulders. More recently, P&G researched and developed razors specifically for women in 2001, resulting in their popular Venus brand.  

Throughout their history, Procter & Gamble has continuously researched and called for innovation in the markets they hold substantial stakes in, often changing the industry entirely. In contrast to some modern-day innovators, P&G has always attempted to remain accessible to the average American consumer. The company's purpose, according to P&G, is to "provide branded products and services of superior quality and value that improve the lives of the world's consumers, now and for generations to come (2020).”  

With P&G’s brands being commonplace in many American households, the case of their recall surrounding 32 of their popular dry shampoo and conditioner products is largely vital to large swaths of the American population. When considering their broad customer base and number of brands, their responsibility and reputation statuses are essential to remember and research in order to increase scholarly knowledge of these subjects in the field of public relations.
situation Context

As a significant provider of everyday cleaning and personal care products to many American households, Procter & Gamble's contaminated products and subsequent recall are vital as they affect many American consumers who are loyal customers to their many brand names impacted by the recall.

As a large corporation with many customers, P&G naturally had a vested interest in maintaining their current customer base and securing possible future customers for their well-known, big-name products. The company's public relations response to the voluntary recall was critical in order to help achieve this customer retention and attraction.
Procter & gamble’s response

Proctor & Gamble's press release regarding the benzene concerns and subsequent recall launched on their website on December 17, 2021 (P&G, 2021). This press release served as the primary and only channel for distributing their information surrounding the recall. On this webpage, detailed instructions for customers to return their affected product and get a monetary reimbursement were also present. 

In essence, the company attempted to accurately explain the risks of benzene while also stating that the chemical is often “ubiquitous” in our environments and everyday life (P&G, 2021). Therefore, they allude that the amount found in the P&G products is not a cause for concern. However, the company did pursue a voluntary recall following the concerns. In terms of goals, P&G aimed to explain that consumers generally had nothing to worry about regarding the issue. They urge that consumers should dispose of their affected products and possibly pursue a reimbursement out of an abundance of caution. Overall, their primary objectives were to perform their recall and issue reimbursements to consumers. 

The most important public for the organization in the context of their recall was their consumers, many of whom are incredibly faithful to the brands affected by the recall. P&G attempted to ensure that they retained their loyal customers in the wake of this crisis. Another public the organization views as significant is the millennial population. As brought to our attention by Abigail Masory of AlixPartners, the millennial populace care significantly about the ingredients in their personal care products. As such, we believe P&G to have a vested interest in maintaining this specific public’s trust.


Literature Review

Part 1: the crisis, its communication, and the consumer expectations

Literature surrounding crisis communication is prevalent, providing much detail into what a corporation like Procter & Gamble would have sought to accomplish in situations like their benzene recall crisis.

Organizations must control and weigh all aspects of a crisis effectively for the good of their stakeholders. According to Coombs (2007), crisis communication can be split into three areas: the time before the crisis (or pre-crisis), the crisis response, and the time after the crisis (post-crisis). Ariffin et al. (2018) sum up this idea by stating that “effective crisis management necessitates active communication with related parties such as shareholders, politicians, the financial teams, pressure groups, agencies related to government, and shareholders or anyone who has an interest in the achievement and catastrophe of respective company.”  These key stakeholders have significant interests in the company's status and the crisis at hand, which further exacerbates the importance of effective crisis communication strategies from the affected company or organization.
In this recall case, not only does P&G need to take their stakeholders into account when making crisis communication decisions, but they also must pay close attention to the consumers and their individual expectations. Ariffin et al. (2018) found that the crisis communication strategies that companies implement have “strong influences on customer purchase intention” (p. 25). These customer purchase intentions, defined as “customer(s’) willingness to buy the affected company’s products once the crisis is over (p. 14)” can have a significant impact on the recovery and reputational impact of an organization post-crisis. Additionally, Ariffin et al. (2018) find that customers are likely to effectively forgive companies and form positive opinions post-crisis when effective and responsible efforts are made during the crisis response (pp. 23-24).

With this comprehensive view of crisis communication implementations and the responsibilities that affected organizations must maintain stakeholder relations and customer retention, we can begin to understand the paths (or lack thereof) that Procter & Gamble chose to take during their benzene recall crisis.

Part 2: the ethics of care: What is it?

Ethics of care, or care ethics, is founded in feminist philosophy. However, the concepts can be applied to various forms of communication from corporations and organizations, especially in crisis situations. These care values can guide the principles and decision-making on behalf of the organizations to their publics.

In literature surrounding the matter, “care,” and thus the ethics associated with it, is often defined as “a practice, value, disposition, or virtue, and is frequently portrayed as an overlapping set of concepts” (Sander-Staudt, head. 2).  Some of these concepts that denote care, according to Tronto (1994), are: "(1) attentiveness, a proclivity to become aware of need; (2) responsibility, a willingness to respond and take care of need; (3) competence, the skill of providing good and successful care; and (4) responsiveness, consideration of the position of others as they see it and recognition of the potential for abuse in care."  Care ethics, on the whole, denotes the way of thinking that prioritizes good relationships and individual welfare (Slote, p. 12).

These associations of care ethics have a place when discussing crises of any kind within organizations. Procter & Gamble's recall case is no exception. By prioritizing the concepts of care presented by Tronto: good relationships, attentiveness, response to need, competence, and considering the positions of others, care ethics provides a framework for organizations to follow in various crisis situations that may affect consumers.

Part 3: constructs of care ethics

In addition to the concepts of care ethics presented previously, several constructs offered help instances of care ethics become identifiable. These constructs, when used effectively, can aid an organization when communicating during a crisis that affects consumers and other various stakeholders.

One of the primary identifiable constructs of care ethics is empathy. When considering empathy as a frame for thought within crisis communication, understanding its vitalness to the stakeholders is crucial. Schoofs et al. (2022) classify empathy in crisis communication strategy "as a response that acknowledges and addresses the needs of crisis-affected stakeholders" (p. 2). 

In addition to empathy, another construct of care ethics is a sense of acting morally. In the article “More Than a ‘Bad Apple’: Applying an Ethics of Care Perspective to a Collective Crisis (2021),” authors Madden and Alt discuss an ethics of care perspective while analyzing the communication practices used in the Larry Nasser sexual abuse scandal. In this article, morality is discussed at large within the context of care ethics. The study highlights the communication failures of the three central institutions: Michigan State University, USA Gymnastics, and the US Olympic Committee. The media coverage of the case was also examined. The authors' main argument is that the aforementioned institutions did not provide communication centered on the victims and their trauma, effectively pushing their wellbeing to the sides in favor of the institutions’ wellbeing. The morality in these institutions was lacking because they did not do the “right thing.” The authors, Madden and Alt (2021), go on to say, “the power of the survivors’ voices and coverage of the victim impact statements during Nasser’s sentencing demonstrate the extent of the collective crisis in a way that centers the moral failure of all three institutions towards these athletes” (p. 12). This excerpt demonstrates how crucial the aspect of morality and “doing the right thing” is to an ethics of care framework. 

Another aspect of ethics of care is concern, not only for the individual welfare but for good relationships. This aspect of cultivating good relationships is explored further in an article by the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. This article covering care ethics states, "Understanding the world as populated with networks of relationships rather than people standing alone (Sander-Staudt, n.d.).” This excerpt showcases the importance of collective groups in an ethics of care perspective, how the individual is looked at, and how all groups are given the same level of concern. 

Lastly, as mentioned previously, a list of indicators and sub-elements of care is essential when examining ethics of care. The sub-elements presented by Tronto (1994) include attentiveness, responsibility, competence, and responsiveness. Attentiveness in the context of ethics of care can best be described as a person or entity wanting to be conscious of the present need. Responsibility is one's preparedness to address and handle the "need.” Competence highlights one's capabilities to give "good care." Finally, responsiveness is seeing each party's perspective and also spotting the “potential for abuse in care” (Sander-Staudt, n.d.). These four sub-elements of care ethics can help one break down the concept into smaller, more digestible pieces for analysis.

Method

This case study analyzes the content of P&G's response, using ethics of care as a framework. Using prior academic research surrounding the concepts of care ethics and crisis communications develops our initial analytical framework, which we used when researching P&G's communication surrounding their crisis.

We continued our research by delving into Procter & Gamble’s response to and subsequent communication regarding their recall, which was released officially via their website on December 17, 2021. We also analyze news coverage and social media following the recall's announcement from 17-31 December 2021.

Findings & Analysis

Part 1: Findings

Following their discovery of benzene in a variety of their haircare products in quarter four of 2021, Procter & Gamble utilized a press release format to release the details of their voluntary product recall, which was released on their website December 17, 2021. However, this seems to be the only place they attempted to communicate with the public about this issue. Their social media accounts, including Twitter, Instagram, and TikTok, all published no mention of the recall.

In their press release surrounding the issue, their only form of communication regarding the crisis, P&G's Media Contact Alissa Fitzgibbons, demonstrated a very matter-of-fact approach to the problem. In their risk statement, benzene is described as a human carcinogen that can lead to leukemia and bone marrow blood cancer. However, in their news release, P&G also states that benzene is "ubiquitous to the environment” (P&G, 2021). In other words, humans are exposed to benzene daily, and the amounts found in the dry shampoo and conditioner products would not cause health problems. They also state that, as of December 2021, they have had no complaints from consumers of health issues after using these products. Overall, P&G is conducting this recall to remain careful and harbor as much proactive caution as possible (P&G, 2021).

News outlets covered the recall situation based mainly on P&G's published statement. These stories covered by the press served as one of the few additional means of connecting with consumers. P&G simply issued their press release via PR Newswire, which effectively left it to the media to be picked up for potential coverage. This news release was the only effort made by P&G to inform the public with a notable lack of social media discussion from the company being present. 

Our analysis of stories covered by ABC's Good Morning America, NPR, CBS, USA Today, the FDA, WebMD, The Washington Post, and Newsweek convey similar information with little to no variance from the press release content. For example, the NPR article surrounding the issue mentions the risks of benzene, stating that "exposure to high levels of the chemical can cause illness, including an increased risk of leukemia” (Hernandez, 2021).  Another news outlet reporting on the story - CBS - talks about the P&G recall being one of “more than half a dozen this year involving the cancer-causing chemical and various body sprays, including sunscreens” (Gibson, 2021).  Other outlets essentially echoed the contents of the company’s press release, as well.

These instances of earned media coverage by major American outlets rarely illustrated points varied from those conveyed in the original news release from P&G.  This lack of substantial mainstream media coverage coincides with a lack of social media discussion about the issue from P&G.  Procter & Gamble’s social media channels mention the recall zero times in the dates between their press release (December 17, 2021) and the end of the year. 

However, Twitter users had things to say about the recall crisis following P&G's announcement via press release. Many media outlets shared the news to their followers via Twitter. Additionally, individual consumers shared their thoughts about the danger of the carcinogenic chemical benzene found in the products sold by Procter & Gamble. Twitter user @KeeMac stated on December 21, "...Like, y'all didn't know this ahead of time?" regarding P&G's products containing the potentially deadly chemical. Another outraged user, @AbabilAbraha, stated, "Why were they allowed to sell items that cause cancer?" in response to ABC News' re-posting of their story covering the recall on December 21.

Part 2: Analysis


As expressed by some Twitter users, consumers weren't happy to have been put in potential danger by using products from a mega-corporation like Procter & Gamble. While Procter & Gamble's approach addresses the problem and provides context for the risks involved, it fails to resonate with consumers in an empathetic way, thus failing to maintain one of the core frameworks provided by care ethics. P&G's lack of compassionate thinking for the consumer and their wants, needs, and concerns violates the ethics of care approach to crisis communication outlined by Tronto (1994).

While their misdeeds in the arena of empathy are significant when their response is viewed from an ethics of care perspective, P&G did, in our view, effectively implement and follow several of the key guidelines of care ethics, as described by Tronto (1994). For example, P&G did remain attentive in their problems, showcased by mentions in their news release of pursuing the claims of recent reports of benzene found in their products and their subsequent implementation of a product portfolio review. They also maintained a willingness to respond to said need when it arose, notably by providing contact information and guidelines to resources from the Food and Drug Administration's MedWatch Adverse Event Reporting program. However, in the areas of responsiveness and competence – areas with the largest concentration of care and empathy – P&G fell short in implementing effective and appropriate levels of care ethics.


Conclusion

To culminate our thoughts of Procter & Gamble’s usage of care ethics perspectives in their crisis and subsequent recall process, we analyzed the evidence gathered and researched academic principles relating to public relations.

Our findings demonstrate that P&G’s approach to their crisis situation was minimalistic. The ways in which they did communicate with the public were scarce and lacked succinct and prolonged conversation with consumers. Following their publication of crucial information via a press release, various news outlets and media sources picked up the coverage. However, even still, Procter & Gamble remained silent on social media channels and allowed consumers and media outlets to speak on behalf of the company and the affected brands. While their approach might have been successful from the company's point of view by minimizing critical and negative media coverage, it could have further consequences in the future if other similar crises take place. Their demonstrated lack of ethics of care principles in their decision-making only worsens their brands' reputations and retention among consumers.

This P&G recall case can be applied to future public relations and strategic communications cases by understanding and utilizing an increased level of care ethics in crisis decision-making. Using the main frameworks of the ethics of care, as outlined by Tronto (1994), can ensure key stakeholders' happiness and assurance when moving forward with crisis communication strategies. In addition, P&G's lack of empathetic thinking serves as a point of reference when understanding the importance of reputational balance between brands and their individual products affected in crisis situations; consumers will not hesitate to speak their minds. Procter & Gamble's apparent minimalistic and anti-care (as defined by care ethics) approach also exposes a possible understanding of applied minimalism in strategic and crisis communication strategies.

It is also important to note the time frame of this crisis (December 2021). At this time, approaching year two of the COVID-19 pandemic, society had adapted and had collectively become hyper-aware of cleanliness, natural products, and effects on self and planet (Masory, 2019). Procter & Gamble surely kept this in mind when deciding whether to recall their tainted personal care products. If the current social climate were different, or if this crisis occurred some 30 years ago, who is to say P&G would still have gone through with the recall at all? The company senses consumers' move toward natural, less processed personal care products. With this thought present, consumers' careful attention to other harmful chemicals (like benzene) poses a possible risk to Procter & Gamble as a company, their individual brands' reputations, and the longevity of their market dominance. It's our belief that this "thorn in the side" of Procter & Gamble led to their recall announcement and subsequent apparent lack of care regarding the situation and the consumers it affected, as evidenced by their "one and done" approach to communication surrounding the case.
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