
To:  Debra Thompson 
From:  Sara Woznicki, Communications Consultant, Burston-Marsteller 
Subject: Communication Plan for Brest Implant Crisis 
Date:  April 30, 2011 
 
The Situation: 

 Ex-employee, John Swanson, wrote a book about his experience at Dow Corning 

juxtaposed with his wife struggle with implants created by his company.  Despite the 

growing concern of the possible harms of silicone implants, Swanson reassured his wife, 

Colleen, that it is safe to get implants.  After getting her breasts enlarged, Colleen’s 

health declined.  Their daughter watched a talk show about women with similar ailments, 

who also happened to have gotten implants.  Therefore, she inferred that the correlation 

must indicate that the sickness was because of the implants. 

 John Swanson was upset with the fact that his wife was sick, possibly because of 

the implants, and decided he was no longer able to be in charge of ethics at the company.  

After removing himself from the implant controversy within the company, he eventually 

left.  On his way out, he told people that he might write a book about his experiences.  It 

came as no surprise when did actually decided to write the book.  Dow Corning was 

given the opportunity to be interviewed for the book, but declined.  Now Dow Corning 

has the opportunity to tell its side of the story on the Oprah Winfrey Show. 

 

Dow Corning’s Preparedness for the Crisis: 

 Dow Corning has had a history of struggling with communication externally and 

internally.  The company only had a communication specialist join the company a few 

years before the implant crisis arose.  It has been recognized that internal communication 

was outdated and not timely, while external communication was barely even considered.  



The biggest weakness of Dow Corning was that they had no history of good 

communication with the media.  When the crisis arose, they had no relationship with the 

media to fall back on.  Dow Corning had to rely on the hope that people did not believe 

the claims.  The company’s lackluster internal communication may have also been the 

cause of the disloyalty that Swanson felt toward the company, which led him to justify 

writing a book about them that obviously would destroy the company. 

 Another weakness of Dow Corning is that they decided not to be interviewed with 

the book.  While doing the interview would have taken meticulous planning and involved 

rigorous practice for upper management, it would have allowed transparent 

communication with the public.  Seeing as how the company has no relationship with 

media, doing the interview would have been one of the only conduits available to express 

themselves to the concerned public. 

 A strength of the company is that it may not be as guilty in the case as people 

assume.  As noted in the case study, a team of researchers at Harvard found no link 

between implants and connective tissue disorder.  Furthermore, Dow Corning provides 

surgeons a lengthy book of information with the implants that states that it is up to the 

surgeon to determine if the person is fit for surgery.  The booklet of information also tells 

of all possible side effects and clearly, in all capital letters, states that the surgeon must 

tell the patient of the risks.  While it is obvious that Dow Corning are the producers of the 

silicone implants, they explicitly state the risks, and put the responsibility of determining 

who is best fit for implants in the hands of surgeons.  Under no circumstance is Dow 

Corning free of any guilt, but surgeons should have also been more diligent in pre-testing 

who should be receiving the implants, especially when the controversy became heated. 

Actual Communication Strategies: 



 Dow Corning has struggled with reaching virtually all of its important 

constituencies.  Due to Dow Corning being a privately owned corporation, they have no 

shareholders to report to.  The result of Dow not having any shareholders is that they do 

not communicate with the general public.  The only time they attempted to reach out to 

the public is when the FDA put pressure on Dow to release their records.  When Dow did 

release the documents, they did not offer any explanation.  Dow also did not know of any 

external groups that were working against the company, so Dow was blind sighted with 

the accusations. 

 Dow Corning’s internal communication was also a struggle.  Before Carmichael 

joined the company, outdate press releases and magazines were the only means of 

distributing information to employees.  Furthermore, the forums that were created to 

connect employees with upper management were deemed unnecessary by most of the 

employees, and therefore no one went and the forums were useless.  Carmichael 

attempted to change the culture of internal communication by updating employees on 

press releases by using a timely newsletter online, and giving employees more access to 

upper management, such as in the cafeteria.   

 

Advice for the Future of Communication for Dow Corning: 

 The primary concern that Dow Corning should have at this point in the crisis is 

saving their reputation.  There has been an exorbitant amount of litigation against the 

company, and Dow needs to start explaining itself in order to survive.  While Dow will 

face intense scrutiny if they go on Oprah, it is absolutely necessary to go on the show.  

Dow needs the opportunity to show that they are a solid company with high ethical 



standards with their employees on their side.  To do so, Dow needs to show upper 

management openly and honestly on Oprah’s show. 

 In order to succeed on Oprah, executives from Dow must bring a highly organized 

and prepared team.  Hazelton, the CEO must go on the show, as well as bring several 

member of the Harvard team that found that there is no connection between silicon 

implants and the connective tissue disorder.  Hazelton should also bring Barie 

Carmichael and even some surgeons that have operated on women and put in their 

implants.  With this team of expertise on hand, Dow Corning can make an effective 

appeal to the general public on the Oprah Winfrey Show. 

 Dow Corning must come into the show knowing that most of the audience of the 

show is women that will already distrust the organization.  With this mentality in mind, 

Dow’s main argument should be that of which many people learn in basic statistics 

courses, “Correlation does not prove causation.”  Just because there are women that are 

sick and have implants does not mean that the implants are the cause.  Some people do 

not react well to any surgery, and some people’s body reject anything foreign that is put 

into it.  Dow should have the researchers talk about their findings to support Dow’s case.  

Furthermore, Dow should have the surgeons talk about the standards they use to select 

which patients are able to safely get implants.  Dow should also point out that the patient 

is notified of the risk, and choose to get the implants anyways.   

 While trying to diffuse some of the guilt, Dow should also be sympathetic to 

those that are sick.  Dow does have part of the blame, and should recognize and apologize 

to people for the problems that have arisen. 

 Going on Oprah is the best course of action for the company, but if Dow decides 

not to go on Oprah, it is imperative to get its side of the argument out regardless.  Dow 



must then choose a different mode of communication.  My next choice would be a 

reputable magazine with a wide audience, such as Time.  Again, Dow should express 

concern for those that are sick, but publish the findings that the implants are not the 

cause.  Just as I suggested for the Oprah show, I would have surgeons go on record about 

how they select candidates for implants and other factors that could be causing the 

sickness. 

 

After the Crisis Advice: 

 Once Dow Corning is past the implant crisis, it should focus on setting up a larger 

communication department within the company.  Dow needs to increase its transparency 

internally and externally.  The head of communication should have an office with the 

executives and a direct line of communication to the CEO.  Dow needs to increase its 

communication with local media in order to have a better chance of overcoming the next 

crisis. 

 Dow should also write a more extensive piece of literature attached with any 

products that are used within the human body that excludes them from liabilities of any 

illness that may be incurred from the product.  Carmichael should then also assemble 

members of executives from every department and brainstorm a list of top ten crises that 

might occur.  Then she should assign a head of each potential crisis team, who would 

then pick 3-4 members and then come up with how they would respond to the potential 

crisis that they are in charge of.  By creating potential crises plans, Dow Corning will be 

on the lookout for potential problems and be aware of how to handle each should they 

ever occur. 


