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CLEVELAND CLINIC 
BACKGROUND
■ Located in Cleveland, Ohio.

■ Known for its medical research and healthcare services. 

■ Medical innovations according to its website:
– Development of coronary artery bypass surgery techniques.
– Discoveries about the physiological electrical systems in the brain and nervous 

system.
– Development of artificial kidney for hemodialysis.



CASE BACKGROUND
■ Took first steps to another major medical first: Nations first face transplant.

■ Needed approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB)
– Protect the rights and welfare of research subjects.
– They had to carefully consider the ethical issues surrounding this new 

procedure and the potential negative outcomes for the patient. 

■ Intense media interest
– Once approved, the news generated 3,000 media calls.
– The clinics communication office found the media interest challenging.
– The original primary strategy was to direct media inquiries as an exclusive 

given to the Cleveland Plain Dealer. 



PATIENT
■ Connie Culp, 40 years old, mother of two.

■ Husband shot in the face.
– Took away her nose, eye, upper jaw, upper lip, palate, and lower eyelids.
– Couldn’t eat solid food, drink from a cup, smell, or taste. 
– Breathed through a hole cut in her throat.

■ 30 reconstructive face surgeries failed to resolve lingering medical issues.

■ Surgical team leader Dr. Siemionow, said the transplant not only restores basic 
biological functions, but a sense of humanity as well. 



STAKEHOLDERS
INTERNAL EXTERNAL

• Surgical Team
• Executive Director of Corporate Communication: 

Eileen Sheil
• President and chief executive officers of the 

hospital.

• Connie Culp
• Patients family
• Potential Clients



TIMELINE
2004 10 months 

later
2005 2008 7 days after

surgery
8 days after 
surgery

May 5, 
2009

Around 
2010

Clinic took 
first steps in 
creating the 
nations first 
face 
transplant. 

Clinic
received 
approval 
from IRB 
(Institutional 
Review 
Board) for 
the face 
transplant.

Cleveland
Clinic’s 
executive 
director of 
corporate 
communicati
ons, Eileen 
Sheil studied 
first face 
transplants 
BAD media 
coverage in 
France.

Finalized
surgical 
team and 
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right 
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the near-total 
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transplant.
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Cleveland 
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advisory to 
news 
reporters

News 
Conference:
President, 
chief 
executive 
officers, 
surgical 
team 
leaders, and 
Chairman 
(dep. 
Bioethics at 
CC)

Media was 
invited to 
Cleveland 
Clinic: gave 
follow up and 
first public 
appearance 
Connie Culp 
(patient). 

Culp and the 
lead 
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her 
transplant 
team 
appeared on 
The Oprah 
Winfrey 
Show.
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■ Greatest concern was whether this experiment procedure provided enough benefit to the 

patient to outweigh the serious health and psychological risks.
– Risky, did not know what to expect.

■ Because the surgery would create intense media interest, the patients mental stability 
and resilience were a concern.

– It was assumed that despite strict privacy laws protecting the patient, it was likely 
the news media would find out her identification.

– Patient had to be able to deal with the media spotlight.

■ Worried that the media would focus on the ethical issues of the patient rather than the 
medical milestone.

– Could give the patient mental stress and the clinic negative publicity.



T
■ Learned from Frances negative media coverage to not make the same mistakes.

■ The goal was to focus the media on the medical aspects of the procedure and the 
significance of the milestone.

■ Tight control of patients identification.
– Only surgical team and hospital executive leadership had access to who the 

patient and donor were and when the operation would take place.
– Privacy protection would extend throughout the patients whole stay even follow-

up care.

■ Waited until 8 days after the surgery to disclose information: 
– Used that time to prepare the announcement in a way that would be most 

effective.
– News conference the following day to .



T
■ News conference the following day: PRE-PLANNING

– Comm team worked with the surgical team to coordinate key messages focusing on the 
milestone of the medical procedure.

– Statements were prepared ahead of time for both successful and non-successful 
outcome. Reporters questions were anticipated and responses developed.

– A mock news conference was provided to help coach medical personnel on how to 
answer questions effectively.

– Reporters unable to attend had access to it using a conference phone line.
– To stress the ethical reasoning behind the procedure, the chairman of the department 

of Bioethics at the Cleveland Clinic was the third speaker, following the president, chief 
executive officers, and surgical team. 

– Media kits comprised an agenda, news release, fact sheets, bios and photos of the 
transplant team, a statement from the patients sibling, background info on the clinic, a 
list of media relations contacts. 

– An internet microsite was developed to make comm material available after the news 
conference.



A
■ The hospital communication director helped Culp face the news media by coming up 

with a plan for her first public appearance.

■ Because the clinics story was Newsworthy (prominent, newness, and timeliness) it 
generated a lot of buzz towards the hospital

– 1,190 stories written
– The comm staff received 5,000 media inquiries.  

■ Gain positive news coverage
– Add to their reputation of cutting-edge medical science. 
– Built up support and acceptance for a new controversial procedure.
– Portrayed as sensitive to the needs of patients an protective of their privacy.



L
■ Positive media coverage can be gained through a lot of pre-planning and 

transparency.
– They provided the media with what they needed before they even asked 

through every aspect they could think of. (questions, website, essential 
speakers, etc.)

■ Taking extra care of their patients will help them build their reputation in creating 
trust with potential clients. 

■ Taking time to research other cases with similar situations will help in creating a 
strategy on dos and don’ts. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
■ Who are some other external stakeholders this case could have potentially effected?

■ What are some ways the delay of 8 days could have backfired?


