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Abstract 
Public relations officers should act as a corporate conscience, integrity judge, or ethics 
counsel, to top decision makers in an organization (Bowen, 2008). The chief 
communications officer (CCO) is in a position to establish a company’s crisis protocol, 
incorporating speed and transparency, potentially saving a company’s reputation, and 
positively affecting the company’s bottom line. Unfortunately, Blue Bell Creameries did not 
have a CCO or crisis protocol in place in April of 2013 when its products tested positive for 
Listeria; an issue that was not addressed until 2015. This case study examines how Blue 
Bell Creameries’ lack of a communications plan throughout the Listeria crisis snowballed into 
an estimated $180-$200 million in revenue loss in 2015, not to mention reputational damage 
and pending lawsuits. This case study will also juxtapose Blue Bell’s response with 
competitor Jeni’s Splendid Ice Cream’s response to its own Listeria crisis.       
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Overview 
Blue Bell Creameries is a 108-year-old company and the nation’s third-largest 

producer of ice cream. Currently, the company is facing a major crisis; 10 listeriosis cases 
have been linked to Blue Bell ice cream, three that resulted in deaths. 
            Blue Bell Creameries’ ice cream first tested positive for Listeria in April 2013 and did 
not institute a total voluntary recall until April 20, 2015. The delayed recall warrants the 
question: what is the role of ethics in business? According to Dr. Shannon Bowen, “If we 
care about ethics more than profit—profit will take care of itself...It’s just good business 
sense to do what’s right” (Bowen, 2008, p. 289). It can be argued that having a strategic 
communications professional at a senior level guides the ethical and social conscience of an 
organization. 
         At the time of the crisis, Blue Bell did not have a CCO, nor did it have a company 
mission statement to direct its business decisions and communications efforts. It is the 
CCO’s role to help define and integrate these values throughout a company (Arthur W. Page 
Society, 2015). Not having a mission statement or CCO creates unclear action during a 
crisis. If Blue Bell had a CCO, the first response to Listeria might have incorporated an 
earlier recall. The missing moral compass seemingly focused the company on profit over 
people.  
 
Company Background  
History  

Blue Bell Creameries is a privately held American frozen desserts company most 
famous for its popular ice cream selections. Founded in 1907 in Brenham, Texas, the 
creamery--known back then as the Brenham Creamery Company--began as a cream 
distributor, taking excess cream from local farmers and churning it into butter to sell 
independently. In 1930, new owner E.F. Kruse changed the company’s name to Blue Bell, a 
popular and recognizable flower found in Texas. At first, the company made and sold ice 
cream sporadically. However, the ice cream became so popular that, in 1958, it became the 
company’s staple product (Texas State Historical Association, 2010 para. 5). By the late 
1980s, the ice cream had become such a renowned regional success that the company 
decided to expand outside of Texas into the American Southeast. In 2014, Blue Bell was the 
country’s third-highest selling ice cream company, in spite of only distributing ice cream in 23 
states. By early 2015, Blue Bell Creameries had expanded to 60 distribution centers across 
the country. 
 
Culture 
  In 1987, Blue Bell branded itself as the “little creamery in Brenham that makes the 
best ice cream in the country” (Texas State Historical Association, 2010). The “down home 
feel” has stuck with the company, despite its national success and growth. The online Blue 
Bell Country Club, which can be joined simply by signing up online with an email address, 
gives members exclusive details regarding new flavors and events before releasing to the 
general public. The membership also provides coupons for products (called “Extra Scoops”). 
Members can share pictures, flavor ideas and stories on the Bulletin Board. The company is 
also on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. Blue Bell’s online Country Store sells merchandise 
for the beloved brand including shirts, baseball caps and onesies for infants. The website 
prominently displays images of the famous half-gallon cartons of ice cream, explaining that 
while other ice cream companies have chosen to reduce the size of products, Blue Bell has 
remained true to original sizing. The company also offers tours of the facilities in Brenham, 
Broken Arrow and Sylacauga. 
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Corporate Social Responsibility 
 Corporate character, as defined by the Arthur W. Page Society in 2012 in the report 
Building Belief: A New Model for Activating Corporate Character and Authentic Advocacy, is 
“the enterprise’s unique identity, its differentiating purpose, mission and values. 
Management of corporate character involves the integration of the organization’s reputation 
and culture” (p. 5). In this highly digital age, consumers are more concerned than ever with a 
corporation’s personality and values, rather than just its products and services.  According to 
a Forbes article by contributor Avi Dan, corporate character affects buying decisions now 
more than it has in the past. “In other words, what an organization stands for is as important 
as what it sells. It has a ‘corporate character’ — the differentiating attributes that make it a 
distinct enterprise. And that corporate character is not simply a product of its mission 
statement, logo or advertising. It is, rather, the sum of everything its management and 
employees say and do — the beliefs they hold, values they profess and ways they behave, 
visible for all to see” (Page Society, 2012).  
   Corporate Social Responsibility is a large part of corporate character. Though Blue 
Bell does not keep track of how much money and product it donates annually (Wary, 2015, 
para. 54), research showed that Blue Bell Creameries donates to numerous organizations 
annually both through monetary donations and with product donations. A search via 
LexisNexis Academic returned 277 results using the term “Donor: Blue Bell Creameries” 
showing charities that included annual donations to nationally recognized charities like 
March of Dimes, Easter Seals Foundation, and Ronald McDonald House, and many local 
level charities such as United Way of Southwest Alabama Inc. Many annual donation 
amounts were undisclosed, but the denominations that were included were reported as 
being in the range of $500 - $2,499. Blue Bell Creameries also donates to many collegiate 
level educational institutions, cancer research centers and medical foundations, and local 
food banks. 
 
 Competitors  

Blue Bell’s main competitors include the number one seller in the country, Edy’s Ice 
Cream (a Nestle brand), Ben and Jerry’s, which is the number two seller in the country (a 
Unilever brand), Breyers (a Unilever brand), and Turkey Hill. However, Blue Bell has an 
unexpected upstart competitor in Jeni’s Splendid Ice Creams. Started by Jeni Britton Bauer 
in 2002 in Columbus, Ohio, Jeni’s Splendid Ice Creams has “scoop shops” in eight major 
cities across the United States (jenis.com). Apart from the brick-and-mortar shops, the 
company has 1,700 wholesale distributors nationwide. The company’s 26 products offer 
unique combinations, a break from Blue Bell’s traditional and treasured flavors.  

Jeni’s operates on a smaller scale than Blue Bell and the aforementioned companies: 
Blue Bell employed an estimated 4,300 people at the start of 2015, Jeni’s employed 600 
(Food Safety News, 2015); Blue Bell’s estimated revenue at the end of 2014 was $680 
million (Washington Post, 2015); Jeni’s was just $25 million (Biz Journal, 2015). Jeni’s also 
prides itself on being a socially conscious business, and is a certified B corporations, 
“meaning it meets certain guidelines for social impact and transparency “ (Smith, 2015, para. 
7). Jeni’s competitive advantage, however, does not come from its scale. As will be 
discussed later in this case study, Jeni’s experienced a Listeria outbreak similar to that of 
Blue Bell in April of 2015; however, the company handled the situation in a very different 
manner. Jeni’s approach will greatly influence company perception as well as future financial 
gains.  
 
What is Listeria? 
         Listeriosis is a serious infection that stems from eating food contaminated with the 
bacterium Listeria monocytogenes. Listeria is responsible for an estimated 2,600 cases per 
year of severe invasive illness (Clark, 2015). The Centers for Disease Control and 
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Prevention’s (CDC) definition of an invasive illness is, “bacteria spread from intestines 
to the blood, causing bloodstream infection, or to the central nervous system” (2015, para. 
2). The pathogen is unlike other germs because it can thrive in cold, moist areas. 
         At-risk people are pregnant women, the elderly, newborns, and adults with weakened 
immune systems (CDC, 2015). Symptoms of an affected person can develop any time from 
two to 70 days after eating contaminated food (Clark, 2015). The symptoms typically are 
fever, muscle aches, headaches, stiff neck, confusion, convulsions, diarrhea, and other 
gastrointestinal symptoms (CDC, 2015).  Listeria can be a seriously dangerous pathogen; if 
found, the infected source requires immediate sanitation to prevent human illness. 
Considering Listeria’s alarming health effects, one cannot help but think: Why did Blue Bell 
Creameries not seek immediate action when Listeria was first detected? 
 
Blue Bell’s Approach  
Action Taken on Listeria 

 Blue Bell’s production response to the listeria outbreak is considered a “recall creep” 
(Elkind, 2015). A recall creep occurs, “when executives hope that taking limited action will 
solve the problem and minimize commercial damage, only to find themselves forced to 
expand the recall repeatedly” (Elkind, 2015, para. 4). In February 2015, Blue Bell executives 
were alerted about the Listeria findings. The company then quietly started to retrieve 10 
different products made on the infected factory line. Blue Bell initially did not make a public 
statement concerning the contaminated products as neither the FDA nor state regulators 
require disclosure (Elkind, 2015).  

As more products were revealed to contain Listeria, Blue Bell Creameries on March 
13, 2015, made a statement that, “it is the first recall in 108 years” but did not acknowledge 
the extent of its contaminated products. Limited production was still in action until the 
voluntary recall on April 20, 2015, due to an alarming number of positively tested Listeria 
products and the CDC’s linked listeriosis findings (Elkind, 2015). Blue Bell’s “creep” 
response allowed additional time for consumers to be exposed to the Listeria bacteria. Blue 
Bell did not initiate a communications plan until after the final recall.  

Blue Bell works with eight public relations firms throughout the United States on a 
regular basis, but hired Kglobal out of Washington, DC, and Burson-Marstellar out of New 
York to aid in crisis communications during the recall (PR Weekly, 2015, para. 1-6). Blue Bell 
does not seem to have anyone in-house managing communications or public relations at the 
C-suite level, but it does have Joe Robertson, Advertising and PR Manager, as well as 
Jenny Van Dorf, PR and Marketing Specialist. This does call into question that, had Blue Bell 
had an executive level public relations manager in house, such as a CCO, could this 
situation have been handled differently from the start? 

According to a case study conducted by Kglobal, the public relations company 
believes its actions during the crisis were a success. “By emphasizing its commitment to 
fixing the problem and willingness to conduct a full recall, Blue Bell was able to prove its 
commitment to responsible action and quality control. We helped the company convey a 
consistent message of sincerity and determination to make sure its products are 100% safe 
before reintroducing them to store shelves” (Kglobal.com, para. 4). Kglobal’s case study 
concluded by stating, “Blue Bell was able to maintain trust through responsible action and 
retain the strong support from consumers and retail customers” (Kglobal.com, para. 5). 
 
Video Response 

On April 20, 2015, Blue Bell responded to the Listeria crisis surrounding the 
company. The chief executive officer (CEO), Paul Kruse, issued an apology video reiterating 
the company’s history of excellence, sympathy for lost ice cream, and commitment to “get it 
right”. Kruse says, “We want enjoying our ice cream to be a source of joy and pleasure, 
never a cause for concern, so we are committed to getting it right” (P. Kruse, Blue Bell 
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Communication, 2015). The word “Listeria” is avoided and instead Kruse refers to it as 
a “heartbroken situation”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                   Source: bluebell.com 

 
Website  

Blue Bell established its website as its primary information source, addressing 
concerns and providing the company’s next steps toward correcting their errors. The website 
contains a press release and an additional statement from Kruse. The press release details 
the purpose and extent of the recall, as well as detailing Listeria’s serious health effects. The 
statement by Kruse is robust; it reiterates his earlier commitment to do the right thing by 
implementing a “test and hold” procedure for their manufacturing facilities. The new 
procedure means that all Blue Bell products will now be held to higher standards; products 
will first be tested to determine if they are safe to consume before releasing it to the market. 
In addition to “test and hold”, the company is also placing additional safety procedures with 
cleaning and sanitizing, as well as more thorough training programs for employees. 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Source: bluebell.com 

http://bluebell.com/ceo-video-message
http://www.bluebell.com/BB_withdrawal
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 As of mid-November 2015, Blue Bell had added a “Commitment to You” page 
on its site stating the company’s commitment to high-standards and the production of quality 
goods for its customers.  

This is the closest Blue Bell comes to having a mission statement or guiding 
principles. Blue Bell also lacks content within several portions of its website, such as its 
“history” page, which remains blank. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 
 

   Source: bluebell.com 
 
Social Media Pages 

The social media pages used to delineate Blue Bell’s recall information are its Twitter 
and Facebook accounts. The Twitter account appears to have been started as a means to 
communicate specifically about the recall, seeing as the first tweet was on April 21, 2015, 
thanking supporters and detailing the company’s commitment to re-establishing public trust. 
Although its Facebook account was created in 2008, the account lacked frequent activity 
until April 2015. The Facebook page directed customers to informational links about the 
recall and created a platform to have conversations with Blue Bell fans. The Twitter and 
Facebook accounts were leveraged as Blue Bell’s company voice by being very interactive 
with customers and fans. The Instagram page was created in August 2015 to help announce 
its ice cream re-launch phases. These social media posts are in positive tones building 
excitement for the ice cream’s return to market (see Appendix C).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Blue Bell Twitter page     Source: Blue Bell Facebook page 
 
 

http://www.bluebell.com/cas-caf-0812
https://twitter.com/ilovebluebell?lang=en
https://www.facebook.com/Blue-Bell-Creameries-145606288795220/?fref=ts
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Jeni’s Splendid Ice Cream’s Approach by Comparison  
  Listeria was found in a random sampling of a pint of Jeni’s Splendid Ice Creams by 
the Nebraska Department of Agriculture in late April of 2015. John Lowe, CEO of Jeni’s, 
announced on April 23, 2015, that all of Jeni’s products were immediately being recalled, all 
production was being shut down, and all scoop shops would be closed until the problem had 
been solved, though no illnesses had been reported. During this time, there were updates in 
the form of press releases that were shared on the company’s website and through social 
media, all from the CEO, John Lowe (except for the first one), on April 23, April 24, April 28, 
May 6, May 14, and May 21of 2015. These updates included details regarding how and 
when the Listeria was found, what was recalled, what customers should do, and 
expectations for the future. 

 In the first release from April 23, 2015, Jeni’s stated, “Out of an abundance of 
caution, Jeni’s Splendid Ice Creams is taking this voluntary precautionary measure in order 
to ensure complete consumer safety. ‘Our top priority is guaranteeing the safety of all 
consumers by taking every possible precaution,’ says John Lowe, CEO of Jeni’s Splendid 
Ice Creams”. It went on to quote Lowe again saying, “We will not reopen the kitchen until we 
can ensure the safety of our customers” (Jeni’s.com, 2015). 

 Jeni’s included information for what customers should do with purchased product, 
offered refunds, explained that those feeling ill should seek medical attention, and 
implemented extended customer service hours and opened a specific email account for 
recalls at recalls@jenis.com. 

The updates that followed included step-by-step information on what was being done 
to solve the problem; where the company was in the cleaning process; where Listeria had 
been found; how the company eradicated the issue; what its plan was to ensure it never 
happened again; how many pounds of product were being destroyed; how many food 
scientists were helping to solve the issue, and more. 

 Jeni’s resumed production on May 13, 2015, and reopened scoop shops on May 22, 
2015, but on June 12, 2015, Listeria was found in the production kitchen again during a 
routine swabbing, and production was immediately shut down.  A June 12, 2015 Time article 
quoted Lowe’s update on the situation, “Lowe wrote that the company had initiated routine 
testing of ‘every batch’ since the first Listeria contamination was discovered last April. ‘It is 
with complete confidence that we can say all of the ice cream that has been served in our 
shops since reopening on May 22 has been safe and is 100% Listeria-free,’ he wrote” 
(Kedmey, 2015, para. 3). 

That update again explained exactly how the Listeria was found and what was being 
done. “While we would most certainly prefer that Listeria never enter our facility, we do take 
solace in the fact that our protocols and testing have worked: we found the Listeria before it 
got into ice cream we served. This finding and our ceasing of production enables us the 
opportunity to prevent contamination and continue to ensure the safety of our customers” 
(Jeni’s.com, 2015, para. 6). 

 On June 20, 2015, scoop shops across the country re-opened to the public, and it 
was not until the end of October of 2015 that pint sales returned to scoop shops and 
November 2, 2015 that online sales resumed; sectors that account for 35% of Jeni’s total 
sales. 

Though a much younger company than Blue Bell, Jeni’s showed great maturity in the 
way it handled this crisis, operating under numerous Page Principles: 

● Tell the truth - the communications from Jeni’s were transparent and truthful 
throughout, informing the public what was going on and what steps were 
being taken. 

● Prove it with action - Jeni’s was committed to solving the problem and proved 
that by shutting down all operations immediately when its product was flawed 
and harmful to the customer, and did so a second time. 

mailto:recalls@jenis.com
https://jenis.com/blog/an-update-from-our-ceo-john-lowe/
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● Manage for tomorrow - Jeni’s lost over $2.5 million and 265 tons of ice 
cream in the first recall alone, but did not hesitate to shut down production 
twice, knowing that it would help business in the long run, rather than risk its 
customers’ health and the quality of its product. 

● Conduct public relations as if the whole company depends on it - again, 
shutting down operations twice and communicating with transparency proved 
that Jeni’s believed its whole company did depend on how public relations 
was conducted.  

 A December 24, 2015 “Food For Thought: These Are the People Who Rocked the 
Food World in 2015 ” article on Yahoo! Food, recognized Jeni’s founder, Jeni Bauer, for 
leading her company through the two preemptive shutdowns, and compared Jeni’s actions 
to those of Blue Bell (Smith, 2015, para. 6). The article credited Jeni’s success during the 
time of crisis to “moving quickly and communicating openly with consumers along the way” 
(Smith, 2015, para. 7). 
 
Blue Bell Creameries’ Listeria Timeline  

Positive traces of Listeria can be traced to April 2013, at Blue Bell’s Broken Arrow 
plant in Oklahoma. Non-contact areas were infected such as ice cream equipment, the 
processing room, kitchen, and floor in front of the freezer (Wray, 2015). Blue Bell did not 
report the incident to the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) because companies are 
only required to if there is, “reasonable probability that people will get sick” (Wray, 2015, 
para. 23). A majority of businesses bypass contacting government officials by disinfecting 
and sanitizing affected areas as long as the food is free of the pathogen. 
  Blue Bell historically has used a personal “plant environmental testing plan” and used 
a private lab to examine swabs from the factories. It is still unclear why Blue Bell officials 
never tested primary at-risk pieces. Company cleaning procedures repeatedly fell short of 
FDA standards. When tested positive for Listeria, only production lines directly tied to the 
contamination were cleaned with the limited recall (Wray, 2015). 
  The negligence toward implementing proper factory cleaning procedures ultimately 
led to Blue Bell’s first total ice cream recall in 108 years. Important dates in the Listeria crisis 
at Blue Bell are: 
  
February 12, 2015 - The South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control 
conduct a random inspection of a Blue Bell distribution center and tests a box of Chocolate  
Chip Country Cookie Sandwiches and Great Divide Bars. Both test positive for Listeria and 
can be traced to the Texas facility. 
  
March 13, 2015 - The CDC announces the Listeria link between five Kansas cases including 
three deaths. Blue Bell also announces limited recall by removing Scoops ice cream and 
other Brenham products made on the production line. Blue Bell posts a message on its 
website: 
 

 “One of our machines produced a limited amount of frozen snacks with a potential 
Listeria problem. When this was detected all products produced by this machine 
were withdrawn. Our Blue Bell team members recovered all involved products in 
stores and storage. This withdrawal in no way includes our half gallons, quarts, 
pints, cups, three gallon ice cream or take-home frozen snack novelties” 
(Bluebell.com, 2015, para. 2-3). 

 
March 22, 2015 - Kansas Department of Health and Environment reports Listeria on a 
chocolate institutional service cup from a hospital in Wichita, Kansas. The cup was produced 
at the Broken Arrow, Oklahoma plant on April 15, 2014. 
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Using the PulseNet database, the CDC identifies six patients with listeriosis from 2010 to 
2014. The infected patient’s Listeria monocytogenes matches the PFGE patterns from 
Listeria monocytogenes from Blue Bell 3 oz. chocolate institutional service ice cream cups. 
  
March 23, 2015 - Blue Bell recalls chocolate, strawberry, and vanilla 3 oz. institutional 
service ice cream cups. 
  
April 3, 2015 - Blue Bell temporarily suspends operations at the Broken Arrow plant in 
Oklahoma. 
  
April 6, 2015 - Major nationwide retailers such as Wal-Mart, Sam’s Club, and Kroger pull 
Blue Bell products from aisles. 
  
April 7, 2015 - CDC expands outbreak case to include five Kansas cases, three Texas 
cases, one in Arizona, and one in Oklahoma, with dates ranging from January 2010 to 
January 2015. 
  
Blue Bell expands Broken Arrow plant recall to include additional products made on the 
same production line with Listeria presence.  
  
April 20, 2015 - Blue Bell issues a voluntary recall on all ice cream in the market and stops 
production in 23 states. 
 
April 23, 2015 - Blue Bell launches new training protocols for plant cleaning procedures. 
  
May 7, 2015 - FDA releases findings on Blue Bell production facilities where positive tests 
for Listeria are present from March 2013 through February 2015. 
  
May 14, 2015 - Blue Bell signs agreements with Oklahoma and Texas health officials which 
require the company to report positive Listeria tests. 
  
May 15, 2015 - Blue Bell lays off 37% of 3,900 employees including 750 full-time and 700 
part-time workers. Blue Bell also places 1,400 employees on partially paid furlough with the 
remaining full-time employees at reduced salaries. 
  
July 13, 2015 - Texas Billionaire Sid Bass announces his investment in and partnership with 
Blue Bell Creameries. 
 
November 19, 2016 - Blue Bell’s largest plant, the Brenham plant, reopens for production. 
  
Consequences and Public Response  
Ten Linked Listeriosis Cases  

The 10 listeriosis cases linked to Blue Bell Creameries were reported from four 
states: Arizona (1), Oklahoma (1), Texas (3), and Kansas (5) (CDC, 2015). The Kansas 
cases were the most fatal resulting in three deaths. The infected ice cream linked to Kansas 
cases were from Blue Bell’s Texas facility, the remaining cases were linked to the Oklahoma 
facility. Health investigators linked the outbreak cases through the PulseNet System. The 
PulseNet “is the national subtyping network of public health and regulatory agency 
laboratories coordinated by CDC” (CDC, 2015). The technique that determined the DNA 
“fingerprinting” for the Listeria bacteria DNA is called pulsed-field gel electrophoresis (PFGE) 
and whole genome sequencing (WGS). PulseNet is a national database that stores these 
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DNA fingerprints that enables health officials to detect and link possible outbreaks. The 
Blue Bell cases contain four distinct PFGE Listeria patterns. 
         The Kansas health officials identified the identical PFGE pattern to one hospital. All 
five patients were previously hospitalized for unrelated health reasons but developed 
invasive listeriosis while at the hospital. All five had ingested Blue Bell scoops ice cream. 
The isolated Listeria matched PFGE patterns identified in the ice cream tested in Texas and 
South Carolina (CDC, 2015). 
         Similar to the Kansas cases, Texas infected patients were identified with the same 
PFGE pattern after consuming Blue Bell ice cream at the hospital. All patients were 
previously hospitalized for unrelated reasons before developing listeriosis. The identified 
strains were nearly identical to Listeria strains at the Blue Bell Oklahoma facility (CDC, 
2015).  
 The extent of Blue Bell Creameries’ Listeria cases range from 2010 to 2015. The 10 
infected people match to one of the four identified Listeria strains linked to Blue Bell ice 
cream. These cases are tied to the Oklahoma and Texas facilities; the Texas facility being 
the most serious because of the three Kansas deaths. Although the Alabama facility was not 
directly linked to Blue Bell listeriosis, it tested positive for Listeria.  
 
  
 

 
 

          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
    Source: cdc.gov 

 
General Social Media and Customer Response 
 Blue Bell Creameries has a very loyal customer base, especially in its home state of 
Texas. Blue Bell exercised its social license to operate, and built up a reservoir of trust 
among its stakeholders, especially in its customers, and the town in which it was founded, 
which granted the company more freedom to operate. Though there has been some 
backlash in the traditional media and social media, many brand loyalists have held tight 
through the recall. Blue Bell stockpiled enough trust and goodwill to secure an investment 
from fellow Texan billionaire, Sid Bass, to save the company from filing for bankruptcy.  

The crisis has not stopped with just Blue Bell. Since the entire town of Brenham has 
grown to rely on the corporation, other companies have suffered. The packaging company 
that moved to Brenham from Dallas to supply Blue Bell has cut jobs as well, along with the 
city’s electricity company. The entire town is now suffering. Faith Mission, Brenham’s 

http://www.cdc.gov/listeria/outbreaks/ice-cream-03-15/
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nonprofit, homeless and working poor shelter, has had many more people coming in, 
most of whom had been laid off from Blue Bell (Wray, 2015). 

The town of Brenham and the majority of Blue Bell customers are standing by the 
company and not blaming Kruse for the economic difficulties. The town of Brenham 
organized a Support Blue Bell Day, held prayer circles and posted signs in shop windows 
and on lawns that stated “We Support Blue Bell” and “God Bless Blue Bell”. There had been 
no documented prayers or support for those who died or became ill coming out of Brenham 
(Wray, 2015). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
   Source: Blue Bell Twitter page                         Source: Houston Press article 

 
Social media for Blue Bell shows a mostly supportive audience. With only 50 one-star 

reviews on Facebook as of early November, 2015 (some of which are supporters 
complaining of ice cream not returning to their region fast enough), many customers have 
readily shown their support and excitement for the return of Blue Bell ice cream to local 
stores. Some former customers saw the “recall creep” as the company’s attempt to save 
revenue that otherwise would have been lost in a total recall.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

          
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
 Source: Blue Bell Facebook page 

 
 
 

https://twitter.com/ilovebluebell?lang=en
http://www.houstonpress.com/news/a-sticky-mess-brenham-and-ice-cream-loving-fans-pay-the-price-for-blue-bells-mistakes-7549930
http://www.houstonpress.com/news/a-sticky-mess-brenham-and-ice-cream-loving-fans-pay-the-price-for-blue-bells-mistakes-7549930
https://www.facebook.com/Blue-Bell-Creameries-145606288795220/?fref=ts
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    Source: Blue Bell Facebook page 

 
Business Impact  
Financial 

It appears Blue Bell’s strategy throughout the Listeria case was intended to minimize 
its financial loss. However, the strategy may have cost more in the long-run. The timing of 
the recall has had a devastating effect on Blue Bell’s production and placement within the ice 
cream industry. Rather than taking a proactive approach by doing the recall when Listeria 
was first discovered--when the company arguably could have been more in control of its own 
production--the recalls happened much later, backing Blue Bell into a corner and putting the 
company in a reactive position from a sales and reputational perspective. Blue Bell also lost 
its production value for a period of six months. According to a Washington Post article in July 
of 2015, the privately held company “sold 6.4 percent of America's ice cream [in 2014]. Now, 
it accounts for none” (Moore, 2015, para. 2). Furthermore, the company suffered such 
financial losses that, up until July 2015, Blue Bell looked to be on the brink of extinction. The 
losses are estimated from $180 million to $200 million. Fortunately for Blue Bell, billionaire 
and fellow Texan, Sid Bass, agreed to invest in the company and lend Blue Bell up to $125 
million to stabilize the financial loss.  

While many are excited by the loan, it is important to note that the “bailout” didn’t 
come from Blue Bell’s own shareholders. At the time of Bass’ announcement, The Wall 
Street Journal obtained a letter from Blue Bell that stated the company was unable to 
procure funds necessary to keep the company afloat with help from its existing shareholders. 
The reason for this is not stated; however, one can’t help but speculate if shareholders were 
influenced by the stark financial loss (Marton, 2015). 

Blue Bell has suffered sizable human capital losses in addition to financial losses. 
The company was forced to lay off 1,450 employees (37% of workforce) and furlough 
another 1,400 employees (another 36% of workforce), which counts for approximately two-
thirds of its workforce.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.facebook.com/Blue-Bell-Creameries-145606288795220/?fref=ts
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       Source: Washington Post article 

 
It is difficult to forecast the company’s future trajectory. According to Euromonitor, ice 

cream sales in the United States have grown stagnant, as consumers grow more and more 
health-conscious. The industry is not expected to see much growth in the next five years. 
This could either provide Blue Bell a chance to regroup and re-emerge once industry sales 
rise, or the loss of traction could prove more detrimental to the already struggling company. 
 
Reputation 

While some corners of the public are vividly outraged, the general public perception 
of Blue Bell in the aftermath of the Listeria outbreak is positive. Comments on the company’s 
social media pages and elsewhere range from elation for the company’s return, to disgust in 
the company’s breach of trust. Predicating the company’s return to stores, Blue Bell fans 
swarmed to Instagram and Twitter to show their dedication to the brand, posting pictures of 
themselves with the ice cream. Etsy, Amazon and other online retailers went so far as to sell 
shirts with the words ”I survived the Blue Bell Ice Cream Famine” fitted into an outline of the 
state of Texas. A cursory glance of social media hashtags and keywords turns up phrases 
like “jobs”, “returning” and “finally” (see Appendix A and B).  

For those who have lost faith in the company, however, the return is an unwelcomed 
one. The company’s lack of action and the resulting deaths have proven to be too egregious 
for many former fans, giving rise to social media posts and articles outlining reasons to avoid 
the Texas ice cream giant. The lack of action also caught the attention of the Department of 
Justice (DOJ). According to a Wall Street Journal article published on December 30, 2015, 
“Government lawyers are looking into what Blue Bell executives knew about listeria [sic] in 
its plants and potentially its products, and what they did in response” (Newman, 2015, para. 
2). While details of the case were not disclosed, the article explains other cases of DOJ 
involvement in foodborne-illness cases, reiterating the consequences in cases such as 
Stewart Parnell, then-owner of Peanut Corp. of America, who was sentenced to 28 years in 
prison due to a salmonella cover-up. In light of the legal action taken against the company, 
only time will tell if there are enough faithful fans remaining to sustain the next chapter in 
Blue Bell’s history.      
 
 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2015/07/17/the-souths-beloved-blue-bell-ice-cream-is-finally-getting-good-news/
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Conclusion 
 With a strong customer base and a bailout from new investor and partner, Sid Bass, 
the relaunch of Blue Bell Creameries looks promising, but not without challenges. The threat 
of financial fallout from legal issues and potential litigation still linger. At least one lawsuit has 
been filed by one of the Listeria patients linked to Blue Bell, with more suits potentially to 
follow (Wray, 2015). Kruse and Blue Bell’s other top executives could be facing further legal 
issues in regards to the delayed recall. Criminal sanctions in cases such as these are a 
possibility. Kruse and other executives could be charged with a criminal misdemeanor if it is 
determined that they unknowingly shipped tainted product across state lines. If it is found 
that they knowingly shipped tainted product across state lines, Kruse and executives could 
be charged with a felony and up to decades in prison (Wray, 2015).  

Blue Bell’s corporate character will likely be put to the test again in the years ahead. 
Public relations scholars (Goodpaster & Matthews, 1982; J. E. Grunig & L. A. Grunig, 1996; 
Heath & Ryan, 1989; Manheim & Pratt, 1986) have argued that a corporation exists by 
permission of society, and, therefore, must serve society in a responsible manner (Bowen, 
2008). With public support generally in its favor, Blue Bell has a second chance to behave in 
the interest of its public while practicing corporate accountability and transparency.  

As previously stated, Blue Bell created a “Commitment to You Page” on its website 
stating its commitment to producing high-quality, safe, and great tasting ice cream. This 
gives Blue Bell a moral compass to follow, and an opportunity to “prove it with action” should 
another crisis occur in the future.    
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Appendix A - Social Media Trending: Blue Bell Hashtags - Nov. 7-Nov. 14 2015 

 Source: keyhole.co 
 
 
Appendix B - Social Media Trending: Blue Bell Keywords - Nov. 7-Nov. 14 2015 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: keyhole.co 
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Appendix C - Blue Bell Creameries Instagram Post August 2015 

 
   Source: Blue Bell Instagram page 
 
Appendix D - Month of Illness Onset from The CDC 

 
Source: foodpoisonjournal.com 
 
 
 

https://www.instagram.com/bluebellicecream/?hl=en
http://www.foodpoisonjournal.com/files/2015/04/epi-04-21-2015-full.jpg
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