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Food Safety Lessons on Ethical Culture
The psychology of individuals is affected by pressure for good performance
By Marianne M. Jennings, JD

T
he year 2015 was the year of food safety, or the 
lack thereof. A brief review of what happened sets 
us up for the lessons to be learned from why so 
much went wrong in companies that seemed to 

be doing so well.

Peanut Corporation of America
In 2015, the former CEO, Stuart Parnell, was sentenced to 28 
years in prison. Given his age of 61, it was the equivalent of 
a life sentence. Mr. Parnell and two others were convicted of 
conspiracy to conceal the fact that the company’s products 
were contaminated with salmonella. Because of their 
products (used as peanut base by major food companies 
to produce peanut butter flavor for cookies and crackers), 9 
people died and 700 became ill. Email evidence indicated 
that Mr. Parnell and others had falsified salmonella tests and 
were aware the company’s products contained salmonella. 
In one email, Mr. Parnell ordered product shipped even 
though the salmonella test results had not yet been 
completed, “S____, just ship it. I cannot afford to loose [sic] 
another customer.”1

Blue Bell Creameries, LP
Blue Bell issued massive recalls due to listeria contamination 
that resulted in three deaths and at least ten illnesses. 
An ongoing criminal investigation is focusing on what 
executives in the company knew about the presence of 
listeria in its plants.

Blue Bell, headquartered in Texas, is one of the largest ice 
cream brands in the United States. Blue Bell recalled all of 
its products in 23 states in April and did not ship products 

1 Jesse Newman, “For Peanut Executive, 28 Years in Prison,” Wall Street Journal, 
September 22, 2015, p. B1.

again until August. Blue Bell determined, after an internal 
investigation, that its processes for cleaning after finding 
listeria in its plants were not adequate.

Fortune magazine reports Blue Bell found listeria at the plant 
in 2013, but did not take the appropriate steps to correct the 
problem, nor was there disclosure about the issue. “The FDA 
released inspection reports showing that the company had 
found the bacteria in its Oklahoma plant, on surfaces such 
as floors and catwalks, on 17 occasions beginning in March 
2013.”2

What experts refer to as “recall creep” will be a focus of the 
investigation. Recall creep occurs when companies begin 
with small recalls and assure the public of very limited 
numbers of products being affected, and then gradually 
increase the recalls as more information emerges. The 
backlash from recall creep is that the story reappears in the 
media each time the recall expands.

Chipotle Mexican Grills, Inc.
Chipotle had the painful experience of having to file an 
8-K with the Securities Exchange Commission, disclosing 
it had received a subpoena from a federal grand jury 
that is investigating a norovirus outbreak that sickened 
189 people and 18 employees at one of its California 
restaurants. Chipotle had a norovirus outbreak in Boston 
and found salmonella as the cause of 64 ill customers at a 
Minnesota restaurant. Chipotle has issued apologies and 
promised changes in food handling processes as well as 
additional training for employees. The subpoena focuses 
on documents and may signal that the Justice Department 

2 Peter Elkind, “How the Ice Cream Maker Blue Bell Blew It,” Fortune, September 
25, 2015.
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In each of these cases, there 
is a little bit of all of us.

is also investigating prior knowledge issues. The Ventura 
County Health Department inspection records are available 
online as public record and indicate some repeat and 
potentially serious violations having been found in the past.

What can we learn?
Sometimes we are fairly shallow and a tad judgmental in 
our review of these types of headline cases. “That’s awful! 
Who does that kind of thing?” “One person can really harm 
a company.” “Rotten guy.” Oh, if only the root causes were 
that easily determined, thereby dismissing any possible 
applications to ourselves. In each of these cases, there is a 
little bit of all of us and our organizations.

In the Peanut Corporation of America situation, we first have 
to acknowledge that no one held a staff meeting about 
moving product out faster, but reached this conclusion: 
Falsify the salmonella tests if you have to! The company had 
razor-thin margins as a low-cost provider with fast produc-
tion and constant shipment as a way of life.

Pressure is constant in these types of organizations and 
those who produce and move product are rewarded. 
Losing a customer is job ending. Under this type of 
atmosphere, employees begin to think differently, cross 
lines they would not ordinarily venture near, and not think 
through the consequences of a decision, such as falsifying 
a federal test document.

In hospitals, when filling patient beds is critical, think of all 
the ethical lines, interpretations and silence that atmosphere 
could breed. A doctor who has made a few too many 
mistakes might be allowed to continue his association 
because he brings in patients. People slow down the release 
paperwork so another day of stay becomes necessary. 
The possibilities are endless, and all this without any staff 
meeting that actually directed the conduct.

In the Blue Bell ice cream case, it has become clear from 
inspection records as well as interviews with employees 
that the company’s market share was growing but facilities 
were not expanding rapidly enough to accommodate 
customer demand. Downtime was minimized at the 
expense of the kinds of cleaning processes that would have 
eliminated the listeria.

Think about all of the employees in healthcare who are 
experiencing pressure doing their jobs. In hospitals, it would 
be difficult to find anyone working in the field that does 
not have more demands and less help in meeting those 
demands than in the past. Then think about how many 
employees are simply rushed in their work. The missing 
details in entries and reports, the less-than-organized 
supplies and the waiver of rules and procedures in the 
interest of time may well be a part of their professional lives.

Chipotle represents an interesting set of issues that can be 
universally internalized. Chipotle was a darling in business—
the buy-local restaurant with healthy foods you can grab 
on the run. The chain’s growth was phenomenal and its 
popularity increasing even as customers felt good about 
eating there and employees felt a sense of pride for their 
restaurant’s good works.

Good intentions and the self-perception of being involved 
in worthy activities seem like a terrific combination for 
ensuring employee engagement. However, self-perception 
of goodness in an organization can lead to a superiority 
complex, particularly when it comes to rules, safety and 
even the reality of quality. All the attention and praise as 
well as being involved in a good cause may have led to the 
problems.

There has never been a firm involved in financial fraud that 
was not a good corporate citizen, because goodness in a 

Think about healthcare employees who are experiencing pressure doing their jobs.

Employees were rewarded 
for doing whatever it took 

to keep success going.
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very public way is often the atonement for missteps and 
misdeeds in private. Who needs accounting rules when you 
have a business like ours? The issues at Chipotle should not 
come as a surprise because they are surprisingly ordinary. 
Food temperatures that are too low. Utensils that are worn 
and broken. Cell phones too close to the food. Hand-
washing issues.

The health inspector reports are the mistakes of a mom-and-
pop operation just getting started, not those of a major food 
chain. Perhaps Chipotle fell victim to the “goodness in one 
area is all we need” syndrome. Loosely translated, those who 
work at such organizations think, “We are Chipotle. We need 
not worry about these mundane things.”

The field of healthcare and many of its prominent leaders 
are vulnerable to the goodness syndrome. Think how 
easy it is to excuse rules violations, skip protocol or alter 
procedures when you have this psychological comfort, “I 
did it for the sake of saving a life.” A great deal that might 
end up in the headlines can be excused in the name of 
success in medicine.

What the three cases show is the psychology of individuals 
and the cultures of pressure, goodness and performance 
can result in the types of conduct that find those outside 
looking in and asking, “Why?” or “What were they 

thinking?” What we now know is they were thinking they 
were part of a successful team that was doing whatever it 
took to keep success going. Moreover, they were rewarded 
for doing so.

Conclusion
All three cases would be excellent studies for any orga-
nization. In addition to understanding what happened 
and the psychology and culture that contributed to poor 
decisions, the case studies serve as a reminder of this 
paramount principle in ethical culture: “If it could happen 
there, it could happen anywhere.” Indeed, it could, and it 
has. NP
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Imagination is more impor tant than knowledge. 
~Albert Einstein
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