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Dear Lactalis International Board, 

 

I have become familiar with your past salmonella outbreak in your baby formula. Before 

conducting some research on the exigency I first had to familiarize myself with your company. 

From my understanding Lactalis International started as a family cheese-making business in 

1933. The success led to your expansion in marketing locations and products. Today, your food 

company is one of the world’s largest dairy corporations, which owns 236 industrial plants, in 44 

different countries. With your headquarters being located in Laval, France, it is known as the, 

“Number 1 dairy group in the world, Number 1 dairy and cheese group in Europe, Number 1 

milk collector in Europe, Number 1 cheese producer in Europe.” With the company being 

internationally esteemed, it’s understandable from a public relation standpoint to see how the 

company has dug themselves into a substantial hole with the salmonella outbreak. However, the 

company’s positive recognition does not make the exigency any less harmful. 

 

After conducting research, I have become aware of some failed attempts of taking appropriate 

action for this given exigency. First off, this was not the first time an outbreak occurred that 

traced back to your baby formulas. In 2005, 146 children fell ill after ingesting your baby 

formula. More recently, 36 cases were reported in France and Spain tracing back to the Lactalis 

outbreak. Millions of baby formula boxes were recalled worldwide due to a salmonella outbreak 



before. Salmonella dangers involve: diarrhea, stomach cramps, vomiting and severe dehydration. 

It can be life-threatening, especially in young children. This time demand expectations of 

factories became the source of the issue which led the company to close down one of the 

factories after finding contamination in its towers this past December. Since the company has 

been through this before, regulations should have been put in place right away after the first 

incident to prevent this from happening again. Not only could this have been prevented, but the 

tactics taken when the company found out were not the most effective. The company withheld 

information and allowed the investigation to go by slowly before releasing results. Although, the 

company did this in silence to try to keep the situation from becoming bigger and to prevent the 

parents from being fearful before even knowing if it was a real issue or not, transparency should 

have been the first objective. Not speaking up gave the indication that the issue could have been 

ongoing, with little to no action taken since the first incident in 2005. Once the results were out it 

seemed as though the salmonella bacteria remained in the factory until its closing. Moreover, in 

accordance to French law, the company wasn’t required to alert the public on the issue 

immediately. Loyal customers are made through feeling connected to the company by 

establishing that trust through transparency. Therefore, the failure to alert regulators of 

contamination was harmful towards the company in the end.  

 

In the end many internal and external stakeholders were harmed or could have been potentially 

harmed from this exgency. For example, the companies enabling public such as the CEO, 

functional public being employees, partnered supermarkets, normative public such as the district 

association, Lactalis America, Lactalis Group, and Lactalis International. Also, including the 



most important who will make or break the company: diffused publics such as the media, 

parents, young children, and infants. This preventable exigency cost the company hundreds to 

millions of dollars from contaminated formula that still made its way through the shipping 

process even after the first incident. Lawsuits were filed by parents, the company’s reputation 

was harmed, and there were three recalls roughly from 83 different companies. The company 

was also in the government's control when the French authority took over the investigation who 

at a period of time banned the company from distributing any products. This was another red flag 

indicating where the company had the opportunity to take action. Officials warned the company 

of penalties and sanctions when several supermarkets continued to sell the products after being 

discontinued the first time. 

 

Despite areas of this exigency that could have been handled differently, there were no resulted 

deaths and the company used ingenious techniques for improving its reputation. One of these 

appropriate course of actions given the situation was enabling a press conference that was 

designated by your CEO who represented the company as the second spokesperson. This was 

followed by experts providing credibility for the company in openly admitting results that could 

have the potential to be harmful towards the company. The experts’ testimonies was a way to 

help control the crisis. This was a transparent approach, like I discussed above; sometimes the 

best way to get over a crisis is to admit fault. Instead of fully apologizing, the company 

attempted to take a ambiguous and vague approach that provided minimal help. In addition there 

was a correspondence of compensation and a statement of prevention, reassuring no major 

production line will be made where contamination was found. I quote from Lactalis CEO 



Emmanual Besnier, “We are going to draw the lessons from this crisis and set out an even 

stricter hygiene framework, in collaboration with the authorities.”  

 

Overall observations on this crisis have indicated that reputational harm and drawbacks will 

occur when the company is not taking care of the exigency right away. Once aware of the issue 

it’s important to take immediate action starting from technical perspective and move forward 

towards a symbolic perspective. Also, once the government is involved it makes matters worse 

for the company. For example, there are consequences like the threats and losing 

company/content control. With that being said, the only thing the company can do now is learn 

from it and apply it for future circumstances if they were to occur again. I have contemplated 

corrective action for future circumstances similar to this one. 

 

When it comes to similar circumstances or image repair, I have a couple ideas that I have learned 

to be beneficial. Richard E. Vatz says that “oftentimes crisis are created not found.” Majority of 

the time, the public doesn’t witness an exigency first hand, they hear about it from the media or 

from someone else. That is why I believe that when another circumstance similar to this one 

comes up again it’s best to confront the issue head on and releasing an alert to the public. Even if 

that alert is as simple as, “there may be an issue of blank, and we will release more information 

as soon as we can.” Releasing information directly from the company allows you to be more in 

control of the content that is being released and shaping it in a way that continues to establish 

trust with your public and clientele. This gives you an upper hand when using rhetorical tactics 

such as apologia to redefine the situation (denial, diminish, repair). Moving forward, stances 



from apologia and sometimes ambiguity can help with image repair. For this specific exigency, I 

believe the helpful stance would be mortification. Next time in a press conference, interview, or 

any public statement indication of mortification will be helpful given the circumstances. The 

company stressing its apology to the children not just for reputational sake, but actually 

providing indication of sympathy will go a long way. After all the children are the people of 

tomorrow and we should strive in keeping them healthy. Your children is our children because 

we’re all connected, (you can quote me on that).  Another tactic the company could do now in 

the image repair stage is shifting the exigency. This can be done by creating a narrative around 

the exigency forming it to be the company's low point before that led them to overcoming. 

Regardless, the situation is never fully going to go away so why not take it into your own 

contextual spin.  

 
 
 


