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The Pepsi Panic of 1993 

Any corporation, whether big or small, will experience both successes and weaknesses 

throughout the corporation’s history.  These situations can include ethical dilemmas.  There are 

positive ways a corporation can deal with the weaknesses and also negative ways.  A successful 

organization has a crisis communication plan in place when dealing with an ethical dilemma or 

situation.  The effectiveness of the crisis plan is what will help determine the fate of the 

organization during the length of the crisis and after, when the company tries to save their 

reputation.   

 An example of a time when an organization dealt with an ethical dilemma was what 

became known as the Pepsi Panic of 1993.  The dilemma was that people were finding foreign 

objects in their cans of Diet Pepsi.  “The first complaint came from an elderly couple in Tacoma, 

Wash., Earl and Mary Triplett.  The second came from a woman in Federal Way, Wash., 10 

miles from Tacoma - and suddenly, consumers all over the country seemed to be finding 

hypodermic syringes in cans of Diet Pepsi” (Miller & Glick, 1993).  Also, Pepsi heard reports of 

consumers who allegedly found “a wood screw, a bullet, a crack vial, a broken sewing needle 

and a blob of mysterious brown” in other cans of Pepsi, Diet Pepsi, and Caffeine Free Diet Pepsi 

(Miller & Glick, 1993).   

However, no cases of serious injuries or deaths were reported, so Pepsi began to grow 

suspicious (Miller & Glick, 1993).  The Food and Drug Administration, FDA, still was obliged 

to take the matter seriously, so they investigated.   They started examining the bottling 

manufacture plants from which the cans originated.  “Since the first two cases involved cans 
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from Alpac Corp., a Pepsi bottler in Washington state, the FDA warned consumers in the Pacific 

Northwest, Alaska and Hawaii to pour their soda into a glass before drinking.  That way…no one 

would be harmed if more syringes were found.  By restricting the consumer alerts to Alpac's 

marketing area…the FDA could avoid a nationwide panic and the possibility of copycat 

incidents” (Miller & Glick, 1993).  Unfortunately, their plan did not work at first.   

 The dilemma became known throughout the media.  Complaint reports poured in from 

states across all the regions of the United States.  “What had started out as a local incident was 

threatening to turn into a multimillion-dollar disaster for the PepsiCola Company” (Miller & 

Glick, 1993).  In attempt to save their company and its image, Pepsi developed a crisis plan.  The 

company “…quickly assembled its crisis management team and designated North American 

Division CEO Craig Weatherup as its point person” (Caywood, 1997).  They considered a 

voluntary recall but were told by the FDA that it was not necessary because there was no health 

risk associated with the incident (Miller & Glick, 1993).   

After analyzing the reports, the team noted no logical pattern surrounding the incidents.  

It was concluded this was not a manufacturing issue due to the high-speed production canning 

lines in which bottles are filled and open for only a matter of seconds (Miller & Glick, 1993).  

Nevertheless, Pepsi’s crisis management team took an aggressive approach to implement their 

damage control crisis plan to the public to save the company’s image.   

CEO Weatherup “used broadcast media to assure Pepsi drinkers the company had 

determined with 99.9% certainty that the incidents reported could not have occurred 

simultaneously in Pepsi plants in such diverse locations and on production lines that fill thousand 
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of cans in seconds” (Caywood, 1997).  Weatherup appeared on the evening newscasts and 

morning shows of three major television news networks and “Larry King Live”, McNeil-Lehrer 

News Hour” and “Nightline”, and was interviewed by other news organizations (Caywood, 

1997) to defend his company.  The stations showed “the company satellite video of its high-

speed production process, showing how the empty cans are turned upside down, blasted with hot 

water and air, inverted, filled, and sealed, all in nine-tenths of a second.  The tapes were seen by 

more than 185 million viewers.  Production photos and pictorial flow charts provided by Pepsi 

ran in…The New York Times and USA Today (Caywood, 1997).  Pepsi CEO Weatherup told the 

media “it would be highly unlikely for one needle to find its way into a can.  And it would be 

astronomically improbable to have numerous needles in different cans in different states, 

produced months apart, and then have them all somehow show up in a 48-hour period.  It was 

absolutely ludicrous” (Miller & Glick, 1993).  

 It was later determined after failed attempts to prove the claims valid that the whole 

crisis was a hoax.  As stated by Charles M. Madigan in the Chicago Tribune, “the Pepsi scare 

looked more like a huge case of copycat false claims than product tampering” (Madigan, 1993).  

It was before Weatherup and FDA Commissioner David Kessler would appear on Nightline on 

ABC that the first arrest on charges of filing a false report was announced (Miller & Glick, 

1993).   

Then, another milestone in the crisis occurred in Aurora, Colorado.  “A surveillance 

camera at a supermarket counter caught a woman shopper in what appeared to be the act of 

inserting a syringe into a can of Diet Pepsi.  The image was blurred…but Pepsi officials happily 

copied it for distribution to the news media all across the country” (Miller & Glick, 1993).  “The 
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shopper, Gail Levine…was arrested on federal charges of tainting a consumer product” (Miller 

& Glick, 1993).   

However, reports of product tampering still managed to suffice.  “Kessler, trying to stop 

the epidemic in its tracks, called a press conference in Washington to insist that ‘the notion of a 

nationwide tampering of Diet Pepsi is unfounded.’ And while he conceded that any product is 

vulnerable to tampering, Kessler suggested that ‘the complaints of the past week follow the 

classic pattern’ of copycat hoaxes” (Miller & Glick, 1993).  Shortly thereafter, the Federal 

Bureau of Investigation, FBI, and police began arresting those who had falsely claimed they 

found the foreign objects in their cans.  Soon, the crisis was thought of as attempts to gain 

coverage in the media.  As Madigan states in the Chicago Tribune: “The experience provided a 

lesson that had nothing to do with contaminated soda-pop cans and everything to do with the 

frightening speed with which the media responds to almost anything, human weakness in the 

face of temptation and some very serious recent product tampering history” (Madigan, 1993).   

Pepsi was credited with their intensive public relations efforts for limiting the company’s 

losses (Caywood, 1997).  “The company buried the hoax with ads in 200 local newspapers 

thanking…customers for standing by the company…with the headline “Pepsi is pleased to 

announce…nothing” (Caywood, 1997).  This crisis was very relevant at the time due to the 

previous fairly recent Tylenol tampering scare in 1982.  With a firm and positive approach to the 

crisis, Pepsi was able to successfully retain its image and reputation as a solid company.  
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