
Consumer Product Recall
A GOOD PRACTICE GUIDE

…helping businesses to take corrective action

to safeguard consumers from unsafe products.



Foreword

Even the best businesses make occasional mistakes. When a potentially unsafe product is

discovered, withdrawing it from the distribution chain is the first obvious step. But, there is

also the problem of products which have already been sold to consumers.To deal with this,

it is vital that businesses carry out a rapid and thorough recall.This is the only way to sustain

both consumer safety and the sound reputation of British business.

I am delighted to introduce this  "good practice" guide on product (safety) recall. Developed

with industry, it is aimed at helping businesses, particularly those supplying consumer

products for which the DTI has responsibility. I believe the publication of this guide is a

further important step forward in consumer safety.

Dr Kim Howells Minister for Consumers and Corporate Affairs

The CBI welcomes this new guide which we have worked closely with the DTI to develop

and we urge all businesses to use it. Effective corrective action not only ensures consumers’

safety but enhances a business’s reputation and protects customer loyalty. We believe this

guide will help all businesses, but particularly small and medium sized enterprises (SME’s), to

carry out prompt and effective corrective action when it is needed to ensure everyone can

have confidence in the safety of the products that they buy.

J Adair Turner Director General   Confederation of British Industry

Retailers play a major role in product recall procedures, being well placed to communicate

directly with customers.The British Retail Consortium welcomes this initiative and was pleased

to have worked with the DTI in its preparation.We believe the Guide will be valuable to retailers

in ensuring swift corrective action is taken where necessary.We commend it to all retailers.

Ann Robinson Director General   British Retail Consortium
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Section 1

why you
need this guide

Doing everything you can to make a recall as
successful as possible makes good business sense.
A fast and effective recall gives you a valuable
opportunity to reinforce your commitment to
safety, quality and service. In contrast, a badly
managed recall may well lead to unwelcome
publicity and could damage your company’s image.

The link between strong customer care and
business competitiveness was a key theme
of the Government White Paper "Modern
Markets: Confident Consumers" (published
in July 1999 – see page 52 for details).

Recalls can be complex and will not be without
cost. But even the best-run organisation can have
a problem with its products.A well-thought out
plan of action can save valuable time and money
and will not only protect your reputation but is
likely to enhance it.

This guide is aimed at helping any size of
business prepare for, and manage, a product
recall. It concentrates on the products for which
the DTI has responsibility, and is primarily directed
towards safety-related recalls. But the general
principles can apply to the recall of any product.
Existing guides are already available to help with
the recall of products such as cars, food, and
medicines, and other guides also give valuable
advice about the recall of specific products
(see page 52 for details).

The best time to think about how you’d manage
a recall is well before you even have a problem.
How much planning you can do or need to do
in advance will depend on the size of your
organisation. If you’re a small company, it may be
enough to know what a recall would involve and
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Many companies faced with a possible recall situation find it difficult to know where to start.
This guide is aimed at providing general advice on recalling products from consumers.

In this guide you’ll find tips on how to try to prevent the need for a recall, yet at the same
time advice on how best to plan ahead in case a recall is necessary.The guide will help you
target your recall message and give you up-to-date advice on using the new types of media
to deliver your message effectively. It includes case studies from businesses that have
experienced a recall and draws on research into consumer attitudes to product recall.



why you need this guide

where you’d go to get help.This might mean
identifying a specialist contractor who can help
you draft a plan of action which you can
implement should the need arise, or even
someone who will work alongside you to
manage the entire recall process. Much bigger
organisations may need to review their existing
recall plans, and consider how new technology
could make a recall more successful (and more
cost-effective).This guide will help your business
– whatever its size.

Definition of terms used in this guide
Consumer and Business Customer

We’ve used the term "consumer" to mean the
end-user of the product, and the term "business
customer" to mean another company doing
business with yours.

Recall

We’ve used the term "recall" to include any
corrective action needed to minimise the
effects of potentially faulty products that
consumers have already bought.This could
mean asking consumers to return the product
for a refund, replacement or modification. For

a large domestic appliance it could involve
sending engineers to consumers’ homes for a
service call. For potentially less serious faults
you might need to warn consumers to use the
product in a particular way. If the item is very
cheap it might be enough to simply encourage
consumers to throw it away and claim a refund.

Use of quotes in the guide

All of the comments shown in quotation
marks in this guide, are quotes from members
of the public during research into consumers’
perception of product recalls carried out for
the DTI in Spring 1999.This has also been
published in full and is available from:

Les Sopp,
Market Research Department,
Consumers’ Association,
2 Marylebone Road,
LONDON 
NW1 4DF

Telephone: 020 7770 7743.

A well organised product recall can reflect the manufacturer
in a positive light to consumers:

"When they come out and admit there’s
been a mistake, I think, ‘good for them’."

5



Section 2
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aims
of a recall

Who should recall?

The responsibility for initiating a recall usually
rests with the product’s manufacturer, importer,
wholesaler or retailer – or a combination of all
four. You should generally recall any defective
product sold under your company’s brand
name. But a retailer will normally organise the
recall of a product sold exclusively in its shops.

Where the supply chain is more complicated, for
example where the same product (or different
products with the same component) are sold
under different brand names, responsibilities
can become blurred. Inevitably there may be

differences of opinion about who should do
what (and who should pay the costs involved).
Lengthy discussions will only delay the recall
and make it less effective. Because of this it’s a
good idea to discuss responsibility for a recall
before the need arises and to build this in to
any contractual agreements.Then if a recall
becomes necessary, everyone involved in the
supply chain will know what part they need
to play, ultimately saving time and money and
avoiding further problems.



aims of a recall
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•Minimise the risk of injury to the public
and anyone else who might come into
contact with the product.

•Comply with the law and limit any
potential liability of your company.

•Minimise the cost and inconvenience
to the consumer and your company.

•Protect your company’s assets - including
its reputation and brand image – and
preferably enhance all of these.

In carrying out a product recall you should
aim to achieve all of the following:



Section 3
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preventing
a recall in the first place

Unfortunately there is no magic formula
which can guarantee that your company
will never be faced with a product recall.
But a basic desire to produce high quality
products and a willingness to do your
best for consumers who’ve bought or
who use your products should pay
dividends in your day-to-day business - as
well as making a product recall less likely.

These handbooks will help you to design safe

products. They are available free of charge

from the DTI, see page 52.
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Tips for preventing a recall

• Check that all stages of production
and distribution (design, manufacture,
presentation and marketing) are geared
towards ensuring that only safe products
reach consumers.Take just as much
care with products introduced on a trial
or temporary basis.The handbooks
Designing Safety into Products, Childata
and Adultdata (giving body measurements
and ergonomics information) can help
(see page 52 for details).

• Make sure your products comply with
all the relevant legal requirements and
all the appropriate safety standards.

• Make stringent checks on all components
before production and introduce quality
assurance at each stage of the production
process.

• Set up systems to ensure you can trace
all the components used to make your
products and to record which products
have gone where.

• Clearly batch mark products so consumers
can identify them easily (avoid the back or
underside of heavy or fitted appliances).

• Make any instructions or warnings easy
to read and easy to understand.The
publication Writing Safety Instructions
For Consumer Products (see page 52)
can help.

• Monitor complaints from distributors,
wholesalers and retailers so that potential
safety problems are picked up at the
earliest possible stage.

• Set up a consumer feedback system
(eg a Freephone product hotline) so
that consumers can contact you with
comments and complaints. (Consumer
complaints trigger the majority of recalls.)

• Monitor warranty and insurance claims.

• Build good relationships with your Home
Authority or Local Authority Trading
Standards Officers, who may receive
complaints from consumers. Under the
"Home Authority Principle" the local
authority in which the company’s
headquarters is located takes lead
responsibility for giving advice to that
company on safety and related issues.
Other local authorities liaise with the
Home Authority on any safety matters
concerning the products supplied by
that company.

Many of these preventative measures
form part of quality systems such as
those required by BS EN ISO 9000.

preventing a recall in the first place
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forward
planning
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Any recall plan should ideally be tested from
time to time with simulation exercises based
on current products.Think of the recall plan
as an emergency procedure (the sort you
might have in place in case there’s a fire in
your computer room and all your systems
crash). By actually trying to put your plan into
practice you should be able to iron out the
major problems.Then if it happens for real
the recall should go much more smoothly.

Staffing a recall
If you are a small company you need to think
about extra help you may need to help you
manage a recall.This could just mean extra
admin staff to free up whoever is dealing day-
to-day with the recall, and specialist help to
draft and deliver your recall message – see
Preparing to communicate recall information,
on page 13.The most important thing is to
start to prepare the ground now and don’t
wait until you face a real emergency.

Larger companies may already have a
nominated recall team which can swing into
operation if required. A senior manager
should lead the team and it should involve
members from all the relevant departments.
It is likely to include staff with responsibility
for design, engineering, production, quality
assurance, communications, public relations,
legal and insurance. But depending on the
product and type of problem, you may also
need to include staff with expertise on
warehousing and distribution.You need to
agree in advance what each team member
will do, who will take decisions for what and
how they will communicate. Don’t forget that
the normal duties of these staff will still need
to be covered during the recall.

However big your business you may need to
buy in extra equipment such as phones, fax
machines and computers to help you cope
with the recall.

Now is the time to plan ahead and think about how you would
handle a recall.When faced with a problem in one of your
products, acting quickly is vital, and you will have little time to
think through or rehearse recall plans. If you already have a recall
procedure, you need to make sure that it’s updated frequently to
take account of changing staff and different working procedures
and to keep pace with new markets and the latest technology.



forward planning
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Getting good information quickly

• What is the hazard and the level of risk?

• Who and what is at risk?

The consumer, the general public, employees,
future confidence in the company’s products?

• Can the problem be checked and
the hazard assessed?

Are there samples for testing, and how
quickly can they be tested?

• Who is the expert on this hazard?

Where is the technical information
about this product?

Is external testing required?
Who can do this at short notice?

• How widespread is the problem?

Is it a batch problem, are other
products involved?

Is it an international problem, does it affect
just this country or just one region?

If it’s a component problem are other
manufacturers affected?

Can production be halted if necessary?

• Where are the goods now?

How many have been sold to consumers?
How many distributors, wholesalers and

retailers are still holding the goods?
How many are still under the
company’s control?

• How is this problem going to be dealt with?

Is this a recurrence of (or similar to)
a previous problem?

What parts of the media will be
involved and how?

Will visits to consumers be needed?

• How many complaints which flag
up potential safety problems have
been received?

How many returns and how many
claims under warranty?

• Do you have an emergency contacts list
to enable you to contact key members
of staff and representatives from your
suppliers and business customers out
of office hours?

You’ll need good records and product
traceability to answer all of these questions.
The situation will be more complex if the
problem involves a component bought in
from another supplier or something you’ve
supplied to another company.

Any company involved in a recall is going to need accurate information
about the problem quickly. It’s worth thinking ahead about where you’d

get the information to answer questions like these:
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Stopping the problem from getting
worse and keeping the business going

While you are still trying to get hold of
information, you’ll need to ensure the safety
of anyone who comes into contact with any
product that might be dangerous.This includes
employees, distributors and shop workers as
well as consumers who may have purchased
the product.

Sometimes guidance will be needed on the safe
handling of goods. Planning where the goods
will be returned is all part of the handling.
The returned items must be segregated and

either modified or
destroyed. Extra
warehousing may 
be needed, as 
may facilities for
destroying or
recycling products
to make sure none
finds its way to
consumers – at
home or abroad.

While the recall plan is being finalised it may
be necessary to stop selling and quarantine
stocks to stop the problem from getting worse.
To continue with normal business, you may
need to source components or complete
products from elsewhere for a limited period.

Liaising with the Police
if criminal tampering or
contamination is suspected

Contact the Police using the ‘999’ emergency
telephone number for any case of product
tampering or contamination where there is 
a serious threat to life. In all other cases, the
product contamination desk at the National
Criminal Intelligence Service (see page 53)
should be your first point of contact.This 
unit holds the national database of kidnap,
blackmail and product contamination cases.
Staff in the unit can give advice and will 
co-ordinate the Police response nationally.
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Preparing to communicate
recall information

The public image of your company affects
consumer confidence in your products. Good
public relations are always important to protect
and enhance your company’s image, but become
even more important in the event of a recall.
Any staff involved in communicating a recall message
should already be trained in crisis and issue
management techniques (The Institute of Public
Relations - see page 53 - can help with training.)

If you use a Public Relations agency during
a recall, make sure you choose one with
experience of handling a wide range of issues,
and which you are confident will communicate
the situation accurately and effectively. If you
don’t have relevant contacts it’s worth asking
around, and getting quotes. (See Section 8 for
more advice on using an agency.)

If you think you might need more help you can
bring in crisis management consultants to run the
whole process. On page 52 there’s a checklist of
questions to ask consultants to find out if they
may have the expertise to help.

Paying for a recall

A recall will cost money. Just as it makes sense 
to agree with your suppliers and business
customers in advance about who should organise
a recall if it’s needed, you should also decide who
would pay for what. Insurance can cover the cost
of carrying out a recall and any loss of profits
related to it. It’s worth finding out if you already
have this cover under any existing business
catastrophe or disaster insurance policy. If not,
you may want to consider taking out a specialist
policy. Contact the British Insurance and
Investment Brokers’ Association  (BIIBA) for
details of brokers specialising in product recall
insurance, or the Association of Insurance and
Risk Managers (AIRMIC) for companies that
specialise in insurance and risk management.
(See page 53 for contact details.) 

forward planning
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The decision to recall needs to be taken 
by a senior manager and should be based
on risk assessment.This means obtaining
accurate information about the problem,
assessing the level of risk presented by
the product, and then deciding whether
that risk is acceptable or not.
If you need more help in making this
decision, AIRMIC (see page 53) can help
you find a specialist risk manager.

Public perception of the possible risk also plays
a part in deciding when a recall is necessary.
You may decide that it’s better for your
company’s long-term reputation to recall an
item - even if you have calculated that there is
very little likelihood of it causing harm. If a
product is designed to protect users from
another risk and then found to be faulty, you
need to assess the possible effect on users of
this protection being reduced or removed.

You also need to consider the legal
consequences of not recalling, or of delaying
the recall of a product which you know has a
problem. Under Part I of The Consumer
Protection Act (1987), or The Consumer
Protection (Northern Ireland) Order, 1987,
consumers who’ve been injured or had their
property damaged by defective products may
have the right to sue for damages without having
to prove that the manufacturer or importer
are negligent. Refer to the DTI’s Guide to the
Consumer Protection Act 1987 (see page 52).

deciding
whether to recall
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deciding whether to recall

Assessing the level of risk can be difficult. It involves:

• Finding out exactly what the hazard in
the product is.

• Assessing the likelihood that the hazard
will lead to an injury, or damage property
or the environment.

• Understanding how serious the injury
or damage might be.

• Identifying the people who might be
injured or what might be damaged.

The overall exposure of the product to the consumer population can
also be tricky to pin down. To get to grips with this you must assess:

• The number of potentially faulty
products sold by your company.

• The length of time the product has
been on the market.

• The number which consumers are
likely to be using.

• The type of consumers using the
products.

• The age of the products in use.
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who
the recall needs to reach
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Data protection

As several of the following methods rely on
making use of consumer information, you will
need to be aware that obtaining, recording,
holding, organising or disclosure of such
information must be carried out in accordance
with the provisions of the Data Protection Act
1998. (This Act will come into force on 1 March
2000, replacing the 1984 Act - you will be able to
get details of the new requirements by contacting
the Data Protection Registrar (see page 53).
You need to get consumers’ permission at the
outset if you intend passing their information on
to a third party in the event of a recall, so it’s a
good idea to contact the Office of the Data
Protection Registrar before you start to consider
ways of collecting or using this information.

1. Tracing known owners/users

If you know or can find out the names and
addresses of all the people who bought your
product you can contact them directly – by
letter, phone or via the Internet. (If you phone
consumers initially you will probably then need
to send them a letter which gives more details
and which reassures them that the phone call
was genuine.)

Contacting owners directly is probably one of
the most successful and cost-effective ways of
telling them about a recall. But as this relies on
knowing their contact details, it’s worth thinking
now about how you could set up systems to
improve your consumer records.

Your product recall needs to reach anyone who is
at risk from the hazard you’ve identified.This means
contacting the people who are using the product – who
may not be the ones who bought it in the first place.

There are three main ways to go about tracing owners and
users of your product. Sometimes you’ll need to combine
more than one approach to achieve an effective recall.



who the recall needs to reach
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You might be able to access consumer details
in one of the following ways:

a) from guarantee/registration cards

• Design cards carefully to encourage more 
owners to complete and return them.

• Make cards stand out from the normal  
product literature. Explain why it’s in 
consumers’ interests to complete and 
return them. Consider offering incentives 
to encourage their return – perhaps a gift 
voucher, or coupon for associated product 
(eg detergent for a washing machine) or 
even extending the normal warranty period.

• Pre-print cards with product’s model
and serial number.

• Pre-print Freepost return address.

• Allow owners to register products by
Freephone, fax, e-mail and via the Internet.

• Ask owners to give their phone/fax number
and e-mail address if they would prefer to be
contacted about a recall this way. (You may
well need to reassure them that this will not
lead to more junk mail or cold-calling.)

• It might be necessary to make special 
arrangements for registration cards for 
products bought in bulk for use in schools,
colleges and residential homes.

Consumer comments
on completing guarantee/

registration cards:

"If you are buying something…
it’s guaranteed by them, so you
aren’t going to bother with the
manufacturer."

"You feel like you are going to be
inundated with loads of junk mail."

"There was about three pages of
tiny questions and all they were
offering was a £3 voucher."
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b) retailers’ records

Retailers have an important role to play in
helping the product recall process. Increasingly,
retailers are collecting consumers’ names and
addresses when they sell products. (Indeed,
they have to collect this information for new
TVs – see below.) Retailers record addresses
for products they deliver and will also have
detailed consumer information for products
bought using their own loyalty or credit/debit
cards. It would help future recalls if retailers
could set up systems to save this information
for future use.

c) recalls of TVs

Retailers have to send details of new TV owners
to the TV Licensing Authority. Provided they
comply with the Data Protection Act (see page
16), it might be possible for retailers to supply
TV manufacturers with this information plus
the make and model of the set. Alternatively,
TV retailers could contact consumers direct.

d) mail order and e-commerce

The larger mail order companies can already
quickly produce reports listing all the agents
who have bought particular products. It would
be worthwhile for smaller mail order companies
to develop similar systems to speed up future

recalls. Companies involved in e-commerce
will already have all the necessary consumer
information to allow easy contact.

e) extended warranty contracts

Manufacturers, retailers and insurance companies
may have records of consumers who’ve bought
extended warranties, maintenance, or service
agreements for their products. Manufacturers and
retailers should consider asking insurance companies
to release this information if a recall is needed.

f) records from rental companies

Since more companies are now renting a full range
of domestic equipment to consumers, it makes
sense for manufacturers to ask them to release
consumer information in the event of a recall.

2. Targeting likely owners/users

This is the next-best approach when you have
little or no ownership information.You can try to
reach owners and users in the following ways:

a) purchasing subscriber/membership lists
of specialist clubs/publications

Allows you to write directly to potential users
of the product.
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who the recall needs to reach

b) in-store advertising

Successful for supermarkets and high street
shops with regular repeat business.

c) posting recall messages on specialist
Internet web sites

d) via traders by informing Trade Associations
and by recall notices in trade magazines 

You would need to ask traders to publicise the
recall through their shops and businesses.

3. Reaching other owners/users

You’ll need to try a less targeted approach
where you have limited ownership information
and are trying to contact as many users of your
product as possible.

a) using the media 

(See Section 8 on how to use this effectively.)
This includes advertising and news coverage in

newspapers,TV (terrestrial, satellite and
cable/digital), on the Internet and on radio.

b) using service engineers to inform 
potential users during service calls 

This includes your own network of service
engineers, other servicing companies which 
work for a range of manufacturers and
independent repairers.

Telling other parties about a recall

Telling some or all of the following groups will
help spread your recall message more effectively.

• Your own employees – to prevent rumour
and to help spread the recall message.

• Your ‘Home’ or Local Authority Trading
Standards Officers (see page 9) or District
Council Environmental Health Officers in
Northern Ireland will make the information
available to colleagues throughout the country.

• Your trade association.

• Consumer and safety organisations.

• If appropriate, specialist groups eg those
representing older people or disabled people.

• The Police, or the National Criminal
Intelligence Service (see page 12) if criminal
activity is suspected.

Consumer comment about 
recall notices in shops:

"The shop is always 
the first port of call."
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the recall message needs to say
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Your main priority should be to keep the
message clear and simple. Don’t tack on
unnecessary information about your business
or try to turn part of the communication into
a marketing opportunity. Do everything you
can to avoid confusing consumers.

You can now
deliver your
recall message by
a wide range of
different media.
As well as the
traditional notice
in the press, you

can communicate your recall by way of
letter, phone call,TV or radio announcement,
by e-mail or via an Internet web page.
The information you need to give depends
to some extent on how your message
will be delivered, but certain core rules
apply to all recall announcements.

Consumers’ comments about
product notices they have seen:

"If you want to recall a product,
make no bones about it."

"I noticed it immediately, it’s got
important safety notice’ on the top."

"It means you look [if there’s a
picture of the product] and say
Oh, I’ve got one of these’."

"They had the right information,
but it was a bit hidden."

"This one, you have to read all
that to see what it’s about and
you still don’t know if you’ve
got it or not."

‘

‘



what the recall message needs to say

21

Recall message checklist 

• Start the recall message in a way

everyone will understand – one

suggested heading is "Warning –

Important Safety Notice".

• Say what the product is.

• Tell consumers what may be wrong

with the product and what the potential

danger is. It is usually inappropriate

(and unnecessary) to say what caused

the problem eg a quality assurance 

problem in the factory.

• Give information to help consumers

correctly identify the product. State

which geographic areas are affected

and mention specific retailers or

distributors (if appropriate). Give the

time span during which the product

might have been bought and list the

batch or serial numbers of products

which may be affected.

• Include an illustration or photograph of

the product.This helps to show where

the potential fault is, and can also

indicate where consumers will find batch

or serial numbers to tell them if their

product may be affected.

• Tell consumers what to do, for example,

stop using it, throw it away, or take it

back to the shop for a refund or

replacement.

• Tell consumers how they can contact

you with extra queries – a Freephone

telephone number is ideal. Also include

your company’s name and address.

Details of your web site, or e-mail

address could also be useful.

• Apologise to consumers for any

inconvenience caused.

See pages 50 and 51 for examples of bad and good recall notices
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how best
to deliver your recall message
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Three steps to decide how
to communicate your recall

1. Think of the recall as if it were a marketing
exercise. Ask yourself how did you advertise
your product in order to sell it in the first place?
This may give you some hints on how to target
the recall message.

2. How serious is the hazard posed by the
product, and so how quickly do you need to
recall it? These questions will help you decide
how to communicate your recall. A phone call
is almost immediate, but an advert in a glossy
magazine can take up to three months to appear.

3. How much can you afford to spend?
Designing and printing an in-store notice will cost
less than a hundred pounds, whereas producing
and broadcasting a TV announcement can cost
tens of thousands of pounds. Costs will obviously
help determine the method you choose, but
having recall insurance (see section 4 - Paying
for a recall) can increase your choices.

There are lots of ways to inform consumers about a recall, but no one method is
ideal for all situations. Just as your business might use different marketing tools to
sell a product, a similar mix could help you achieve an effective recall.

Consumers’ expectations of the
distribution of recall notices:

"You’d expect it to be widely
advertised to catch as many
punters as possible."

"If it’s a major manufacturer,
you expect them to inform all
retail outlets and they would put
ads in the window. At the same
time the manufacturers should 
circulate (it) in the press or radio."
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Using a consultancy or an agency

Many companies involved in previous recall
campaigns have felt the need to ask for
specialist advice from an external agency.
There are consultancies specialising in every
type of marketing communication – from
advertising and direct mail, to public relations
and corporate communications.There are also
many agencies that can give all-round advice.
If your business already employs an agency,
you can ask about what experience it has in
dealing with product recalls.

You don’t need to retain a consultancy in case
of future recalls, but it’s worth having some
relevant companies’ details on file.To find
potential agencies, ask around for
recommendations or try the various trade
associations. (See page 53 for contact details
for the Chartered Institute of Marketing, the
Institute of Direct Marketing, the Institute of
Public Relations and the Public Relations
Consultants’ Association.) Ask agencies for
brochures and quotes. Above all use the
experience of others as a guide to finding an
agency. Ask colleagues or other companies in
your industry about agencies they work with,
and approach agencies they recommend.

Presentation and style

Once you’ve decided what method or methods
you’ll use to reach your consumers, you need to
concentrate on drafting and presenting your
recall message to make it as effective as possible.

Your recall message needs to look and/or sound
like a serious announcement.You’ll probably
want to present it using your own house style,
but it should not look like an advert, as this can
be confusing. Clarity, simplicity and honesty are
the key to being taken seriously. And this in turn
will build consumer trust – the cornerstone of
repeat business. It may be tempting to try to
water down the reason for the recall for fear
of damaging publicity. But this lack of openness
can be counterproductive, as fewer consumers
will respond.

You need to reassure yourself that by deciding
to recall a potentially faulty product, you are
acting responsibly. Consumers prefer products
from companies they feel they can trust, and they
trust businesses that tell them the truth – even if
it seems like bad news.The most annoying aspect
of a product recall from the consumer’s perspective
is to be told that there is a problem or potential
problem – but not what it is.
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Positioning

As the whole purpose of the recall is to reach
as many users of the product as possible, it’s
important that your message is prominently
displayed. Bear in mind which minority groups
may be part of your target audience, and
thinking again of the recall as if it were a
marketing exercise, try to make your recall
notice or announcement as compelling as any
sales advert. For example, the Royal National
Institute for the Blind recommends the use of
14-point typeface as the minimum for any text
aimed at elderly people.

But careful positioning can also help you make the
most of your resources. If only one region in the
country is affected by the recall, notices in the
local press instead of national papers will save
money and avoid undue alarm in unaffected areas.

Contacting consumers directly

If you have detailed consumer records, this
can be a very successful and cost-effective way
of telling them about a recall. (But see Section
6 about the Data Protection Act.)  Writing
to, phoning or e-mailing your consumers is
the most precise way of targeting your recall,
and adds a personal touch to the recall
programme.You can contact owners of your
products using the following methods:

• Direct mail and billing

The letter and envelope should not look like
junk mail. Both should include headings like
"Important Safety Notice". If you use recorded
delivery to send your recall letter, consumers are
likely to treat it more seriously, and you will be
informed if they are no longer at that address.

• E-mail

Send a message
over the 
Internet direct
to consumers’
computers.

Consumers want to know
what the problem is:

"If you bought a pushchair, you’d

need to know will the baby fall

out, or will the wheels fall off?"
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• Phone calls 

Use your own
consumer service
or call centre
department or
commission an
external telesales

company. You will need to prepare a
comprehensive script for operators to use when
phoning consumers. If this could be
computerised you could automatically log
statistics about the number of calls received and
action taken.You may need to follow your
phone call with a written confirmation.

Advertising at specific sites

Advertising a message at a fixed location is a
good way to reach a lot of people, but you
need to try to target your consumers.

• In-store notices

Are especially useful where the product is sold
by a sole retail group which initiates the recall.
Their success depends on the type of product
and how likely the consumer is to visit the store

– a supermarket or newsagent will get more
repeat visitors, for example, than a specialist
D.I.Y. shop.Within the shop notices need to
be prominently displayed – possible locations
include the shop door, where the product is on
sale and at the checkout.Where your product
is sold in a range of shops you’ll need to get

the agreement of
the various retailers
involved. Sales
assistants also
need to be briefed
– staff who are
unaware of the
recall or untrained
as to how to deal
with enquiries may
undermine the
recall’s success.



26

Using the media

Marketing and advertising agencies can advise you
on using the media to deliver your recall message,
and specialist media-buying consultancies can
also help you place your recall message.

• Printed matter

This can be divided into the national papers,
the daily regional papers, consumer magazines,
local weekly and free papers and trade papers.
Traditionally, recall notices are placed in national
papers because they reach so many people, and
a proportion of these will own the product.
But by using data from the Audit Bureau of
Circulation (ABC) and life-style surveys such as

Target Group Index or the National Readership
Surveys, you can identify publications which are
more likely to be read by owners of a particular
type of product. A public relations agency can
use this information to help you choose the
most appropriate media.

The cost of the recall notice will depend on
the title’s circulation, but by using more relevant
titles it may be possible to increase the number
of likely owners reading the recall notice without
extra cost. For example, you can precisely target
a camera recall in specialist photography magazines.
The key to getting the best price for your recall
message is to negotiate with each publication.
They may use advertising rates only as a guideline,
or have no set prices and give discounts on
space available at late notice.

You also need to take the lead times for the
different types of publications into account.
Space in a daily paper can be booked in days,
whereas a trade paper can take up to eight
weeks and a monthly glossy magazine up to
three months to appear.



how best to deliver your recall message

27

The different lead times mean that by booking all
the recall notices to appear as soon as possible,
your notices in the daily press will be followed
up by other publications – which may be more
effective than everything coming out at once.

• TV and radio

TV is potentially the
best medium for
reaching a wide
audience, but recalls on
TV are rare. Airtime can
be expensive unless you
opt for a less popular

TV channel or off-peak time, and production
can push costs up too. But regional TV ads cost
less than national TV (and will be just as
effective if just one area is affected). Satellite
and cable channels are also worth considering.

Radio can also reach a wide audience and
local radio can be especially useful if a recall
affects just one area. Repeated radio messages
will cost less than a single TV announcement,

but you may need to follow up with press
notices to repeat details such as batch
numbers, which may not be remembered
from the radio.

• Press releases 

By sending a carefully drafted press release to
journalists in different parts of the media you
may be able to get your recall included in the
editorial section of a paper or programme.
This may carry more weight with consumers
because the recall message will not look like
just another advert, and also benefits you
because no fee is payable.To get a recall
written up as a story, you (or a public relations
agency) need to speak to journalists on the
editorial or news desks, explain the product
fault and risk to consumers and then offer to
fax the press release which includes all the
details. It’s also worth contacting news
agencies which can put your recall story on
their news service for other journalists to use.
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Using multi-channel TV, Teletext
and digital services for recalls

As well as conventional TV channels, there are
now a wide range of satellite and cable channels
and newer digital services – all of which have
potential for use during a product recall.

• Satellite and cable
Do not overlook these channels when considering
different methods of communicating a recall.
Although they may have smaller audiences than
terrestrial TV, these newer channels can be a
good way to reach an audience with a particular
profile (eg men via sports channels). Another
advantage is that air time is generally cheaper.

• Teletext

Text services on TV channels can be treated in
the same way as newspapers or TV programmes
and a recall press release sent to them. Advertising
is available on some commercial TV Teletext,
which could be used for a recall communication.

• Digital services 

Digital TV is being introduced at the moment,
with the intention that it will eventually replace
all existing TV formats (which use analogue
technology). This means that on terrestrial
TV there will be around 15 channels instead
of five and, on cable and satellite, 100 channels
instead of 50 or so at the moment. There will
also be interactive services which will be a cross
between Teletext and websites on the Internet,
and there is even the possibility for Internet
access.There is real potential for home shopping
too on digital TV, particularly via cable. In the
same way that many businesses have kept an
eye on developments on the Internet, it could
be worth monitoring digital services, in case
you need to make a safety announcement.
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Using the Internet

The Internet is becoming an increasingly
important part of many people’s everyday lives,
and is potentially a good way to communicate
with a large number of people.

The "Net" has two main components
for communication. First is the Worldwide 
Web, where computers dial-up "websites" 
for information and services.The Worldwide 
Web is a huge library of information, and 
people use "search engines" to find the subject
they are interested in. The second is e-mail
which acts as an electronic postal system to
users via their personal e-mail addresses.

• Your company website

The "web" can be likened to a national
newspaper. Not everyone will read it, and those
that do will concentrate on different sections.
Lots of companies have a website to give
information about their business and to help
sell their products. If your business already has
a website, posting a recall notice in a prominent
position is a good way of informing those
interested in your company.

• Newsgroups and communities

There are almost certainly communities or
discussion groups which relate to your business
or products somewhere on the Internet.
Using search engines can help you find these
groups so you can e-mail them with your recall
message. E-mailing a newsgroup about your
recall can be compared with sending your press
release to a newspaper or news agency - you
just need to make sure that the newsgroup is
a general one (like a national newspaper) or
relevant to your product.

• E-mail and e-commerce 

If you can record a consumer’s e-mail address 
at the time of purchase and on any product
warranty application it will be quick and easy 
to contact them in the event of a recall. Many
companies offer e-commerce or Internet
shopping via their websites.These transactions
automatically register the user’s e-mail address,
and many websites also record the addresses 
of visitors to that website – making it easy to 
e-mail them with recall information.
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What is success?

It’s almost impossible to measure the overall
success of a product recall, because you will
probably never find out what has happened 
to all of the products you were trying to trace.
Your records will tell you how many products
have been returned or modified, but you won’t
necessarily find out about older products which
had already been discarded, or items (especially
cheaper ones) which have been thrown away
instead of being returned. No two product

recalls will have the same level of response
from consumers because each individual’s
response depends on the effectiveness of your
recall message and how relevant to them they
think it is.

Different products, different targets

Even bearing these factors in mind, it’s still
useful to set a target response rate for a recall
because it helps you to assess whether you’ve
delivered your recall message as effectively as
possible. Instead of a standard return rate for
all recalls, which will probably prove unrealistic,
you need to set a target that reflects the type
of product, its age, and most importantly how
much of a risk it presents. So whereas a low
recall rate might be relevant for cheap low-risk
items sold several years ago, you will want to
aim for a higher rate of recall of more
expensive products and those with a higher
perceived risk.
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Keeping records and monitoring events

• Product records (technical files, test
certificates, etc.)

• Information (from suppliers, about
retests, complaints, etc.)

• Decision-making process
(including risk assessment).

• Decisions made.

• Actions taken (consumers contacted 

or visited, overall response rates of any

kind eg phone calls from consumers 

to say product has been thrown away,
number of returns).

• What happened to the defective goods.

• Corrective action to prevent
further problems.

It makes sense to keep detailed records of all the decisions you make and
all the actions you take during a recall. This is important for assessing how
your company handled the recall, and it will give you valuable information

in the event of a future recall. Key records might include:

Reviewing progress during the recall

You need to review progress during the recall
so that you can monitor its success. If the
targets you set have been achieved and you are
confident that there is now little risk to the
public, you can probably judge the recall
to have been a success and bring it to an end.

But if there have been few returns and little
response to a high-risk problem you need to
reassess what has happened. In this case you
will probably want to repeat the recall using
different methods to reach the consumer.
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Maintaining the recall mechanism

Although the recall may be formally closed,
products will continue to trickle in and these
need to be dealt with effectively.

Congratulate your recall response team

The recall will have imposed extra burdens on
several of your staff. Now is the time to thank
them for their part, and to ask for their feedback
on how a recall could be handled better in
future. (See ‘Lessons to be learned’, opposite.)

Re-introducing your product

During the recall you need to start thinking
about how to relaunch your product to rebuild
your brand identity and market share. You
need to make sure that the "new" version is
easy to differentiate from the recalled version
with a new product code, serial number, and
possibly a new colour or name to prevent
confusion and give consumers confidence.
A relaunch plan could be developed and
implemented by the staff who designed
and launched the original product.

After the recall you should not be unduly
worried about your company’s image.
Consumers may have some questions about
the product when it’s first reintroduced to the
market, but ultimately will be reassured that
you acted responsibly.
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Lessons to be learned

• How to stop it happening again
Now is the time to step back and look 
hard at how the problem arose in the first 
place, and to tighten up systems and quality 
schemes to try to avoid it happening again.

• How to run a better recall in the future
And, having been able to put your recall
plan into practice, you now have the
chance to assess how well it worked, and
how you could improve it in future.

There are two main lessons to be learned from any recall:
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The product

The product was a
toy microphone for
children over four
years old. It required
four batteries or a
mains adaptor to
power it.The retail
price was £20.00.

The problem

The microphone contained a circuit board that,
in some cases, could cause a short circuit due to
solder bridging the gap between two components.
The hazard was, in the worst case, that of fire,
but was more likely to be burnt hands if, after
use, the toy was picked up and its base held.

Discovery

The problem was discovered on Monday 4th
January 1999 when a consumer returned a
microphone to a shop because the base had
become hot and the plastic had warped.The
internal lines of communication within Early
Learning Centre mean that all comments and
complaints from consumers are fed back to
Head Office.The Technical Manager investigates
any safety related issues immediately.

The Technical Manager checked the returned
item and some items still in the warehouse
and identified the cause of the problem. He then
raised the matter with the manufacturer and
requested that the manufacturer quickly identify
how many items were likely to be affected and
when they were supplied to Early Learning Centre.

Here are details of three real-life case studies where companies decided to recall their products.
The DTI thanks the companies involved for sharing their experiences with these recalls.

1. Early Learning Centre

2. NEC (UK) Ltd

3. Lego

1.  Showtime microphone recalled by Early Learning Centre
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An Action Team was formed to deal with
the problem; this team included the Marketing
Director and the director responsible for
buying, as well as staff responsible for external
communications.The Action Team was to meet
daily until the communication to stores was
mailed and was also to report progress to the
Board on a daily basis.The Technical Manager
also contacted other retailers to see if they
were aware of the problem. A year earlier,
one other minor incident had occurred, and 
this had triggered a modification.

The manufacturer revealed that due to demand
they had used two suppliers of circuit boards.
Because of the previous incident, the manufacturer
of the microphone was aware that the circuit
board could be faulty and had modified the
design of the circuit board. However, when
sourcing extra circuit boards to meet the Early
Learning Centre’s demand for the microphone,
they had provided the unmodified design to
the new supplier and potentially unsafe boards
had been supplied.The microphones supplied
at that time to other retailers all contained
the modified board.

It was not possible to identify which circuit
boards had gone into which microphones,
only that out of a batch of 25,000 microphones

supplied to Early Learning Centre during
November 1998 16,000 had the unmodified
circuit board. Early Learning Centre had sold
8,000 in the months before Christmas, and
17,000 over the Christmas period. In January
1999 there was stock from more than one
batch of microphones in the warehouse and
some of the stock was from the affected batch.
However it was not possible to know which
stores the affected batches were sent to.

Decisions to recall

On Thursday 7th January a decision was
made to withdraw the product from sale, and
this was communicated to the shops using a
‘downline’ via the tills.

On Tuesday 12th January the decision to recall
the product was taken.The Technical Manager
could make a recommendation to the Action
Team, but the final decision had to be supported
by at least two Board Directors. As a holding
measure a Quality Alert was issued to the stores
which informed the managers of the problem
and requested the return of any unsold stock to
the warehouse.The Action Team aimed to have
a Recall Pack ready for distribution to the stores
and information for the media ready by Friday
15th January.
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Communication of the recall

It was decided that the best way to communicate
the recall to potential owners was to advertise
in the stores.The recall was being launched
during the sale period and knowledge of the
consumers’ habits showed that consumers were
very likely to visit the store during this period.
A few of the affected items had also been
supplied to franchises overseas, these received
the same information as the UK stores.

The product was also available via mail order.
All mail order purchasers who had bought a
microphone after the supply of the potentially
unsafe batch were sent a letter outlining the
problem and asking them to return it.They 
could return it either to a shop or by post 
using a reply paid sticker.They would be refunded
the price of the microphone and also the
carriage they had paid when they bought it.

The new spring/summer catalogue had already
been prepared, so a slip was inserted into the
300,000 catalogues which were mailed to the
mail order database to alert potential owners
and inform them that the product had been
recalled.This message also stated that the
product would not be available until new stock
was available, although orders could be placed.

Early Learning Centre decided not to use an
advertisement in the press, but did prepare a
press statement which was sent to the Press
Association.This was supplied to one national 

newspaper and also to around 20 regional
papers. All these papers ran a feature highlighting
the potential danger of the product, and did
not sensationalise or misreport the information.

Early Learning Centre also prepared information
for their ‘parent’ organisation, Menzies, and for
their PR agency.

What the consumer had to do

The information given to consumers instructed
them to return the product to stores where
they would be given a full refund.They did not
need to bring a receipt, so any items received 
as gifts could be easily returned.They would be
refunded the cost of any batteries and/or a
mains adaptor if they had bought them at the
same time. If they could not return the item to
the store, a post paid label was supplied. A
telephone number was printed on the recall
notice if they had any further questions.

The microphone was thought to be safe if
used with a mains adaptor. However, it was
thought that this message would be confusing
for the consumer and to limit any potential
future problems, Early Learning Centre 
thought it would be best to try and get back 
as many items as possible regardless of how 
they were being used. If a consumer queried 
the use with the adaptor they were 
encouraged to return it anyway.
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case study: Early Learning Centre

Recall information in the stores

• Note explaining in more detail what had
happened and for the manager to use
to brief the staff.

• 2 x A3 posters for window and till area.

• A plan for where the posters should
be displayed.

• Quality Notice.

• Questions and Answer sheet to deal
with consumer queries.

• Return receipt for store managers to
return to say they had received and
actioned the pack.

The Recall Pack reached the stores on 20th January.
The pack contained the following items:

The recall was planned to last for three months, this covered the sale period and the next
main school holiday at Easter.The posters contained the information the consumer needed:

• To identify the product (description,
name, reference, identification, picture).

• What the problem was
(identification of fault).

• Time frame (when the product was sold).

• Hazard and risk.

• Reassurance.

• What to do.

• An apology.

• A helpline number.

Monitoring of the recall

Once the recall had started on 20th January, weekly counts of the
returned items were made. During the first weeks between 400 and
500 items were returned each week, but by the 10th week (at the
end of March) only 10s of items were being returned.Those items
which consumers had identified as having the problem (overall fewer
than 10 items) were separated from the bulk of the returns as part
of the monitoring process. Overall, 35% (around 8,700 microphones)
of all potentially affected items were returned to Early Learning
Centre.This level of returns was deemed acceptable. It exceeded the
rates achieved by other, similar, recalls.
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Once the number of returned items had
dwindled, the level of the risk was re-evaluated
as being very low and the recall was brought to
an end. Since the relaunch no further complaints
relating to this issue have been received.

Decision to relaunch

The decision to relaunch the product was
made with the Board’s approval of a
recommendation from the Action Team.

New stock was available soon after the start
of the recall. However, it was not relaunched
in the stores until 29th March.The new stock
was clearly labelled for the stores with a bright
sticker so everyone was clear that there was
no problem with this stock.The recall notices
were taken down at this time.

A further Question and Answer sheet was
provided to address any questions which
consumers may have had after the relaunch.

Dealing with the returned products

All returned items were sent from Early Learning
Centre to the manufacturer.The manufacturer
could then decide whether to replace the circuit
board or destroy the items.

Overseas franchise operators were instructed
to destroy any items returned to them.

Post recall review

An internal review was held to look at the
process of the recall in this case.

How much it cost

• Production of the posters, excluding
internally supplied artwork, cost £400
for 500 posters.

• Production of notices for inclusion in
the catalogue cost £1700.

• Production and mailing of letters to
mail order consumers cost £400.

All of the above production costs were invoiced
to the manufacturer, with a further charge for
managing the recall.The manufacturer was also
charged cost price for the returned items.
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case study: Early Learning Centre

The lessons learned from this recall

• The internal communications within the
company mean that consumer comments
and complaints are quickly fed through
to head office and any potential safety
issues are dealt with by senior managers
shortly after they are received.

• The use of ‘downline’ communication via
the tills meant that stock in shops could
be quickly withdrawn while the problem
was investigated and decisions made.

• The manufacturer had information
about the numbers of items and when
they were supplied which meant it was
possible to quantify the risk.

• The company has good information
about the frequency with which
consumers visit the stores.They are
aware that many people who might
have bought the product before
Christmas would re-visit during the
January sale period.

• The expenditure on the recall was very
cost effective.The effort was targeted
towards known owners who bought via
mail order, potential owners who were
on the mail order database, and potential
owners who visited stores.The use of a
press release to the Press Association
meant that the story was carried in a
number of regional and one national

newspapers, which meant that there
was some chance that consumers who
weren’t reached by the other methods
would find out about the recall.

• All shop staff were informed via their
manager about the recall and given
prepared answers to likely questions.

• The recall notice was large (A3) and
prominently displayed in store windows
and by the tills.The content of the notice
was clear and easy to understand.

• Everything was done to make it easy for
the consumer to return the item.There
were options of returning to the shop
and sending by prepaid post. Full refunds
were given, including those for costs of
mail order and any batteries and/or
adaptors supplied. A telephone number
was also given for other queries,
although it wasn’t Freephone.

• The agreement with the manufacturer
meant that the manufacturer was aware
of the costs they would incur if a recall
happened.

• The monitoring of the returns meant
that the hazard and risk could be re
evaluated as the recall progressed and
the decision to end the recall could be
made on the basis of sound figures.
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The problem

The charger unit
made by Potrans and
supplied with NEC
(UK) Ltd mobile
phones, models G9
and G9D+, was
faulty in some cases.
The hazard to the

user was, in the worst case, that of fire, but it
was more likely that the safety trip inside the
charger had tripped out and thus the charger
did not charge the phone.

Discovery

The problem was discovered on 8th December
1998 when a customer complained that their
charger was not working.

NEC (UK) Ltd tested the affected model of
charger to establish the cause of the failure.
The testing showed no obvious cause for the
failure. NEC (UK) Ltd felt that over-charging the
phone, by using the charger unit for longer than
the time recommended in the instructions, or
attempting to use the charger on a model of
phone other than the one with which it was
supplied, might cause the charger to fail.

While the testing was happening, two more
complaints about the charger arrived at NEC
(UK) Ltd.

On 20th December, NEC (UK) Ltd decided to
issue a safety notice.The Managing Director
made the decision, and was supported by the
committee that was investigating the problem.
The committee comprised up to 12 members
who were responsible for sales, technical issues,
publicity, and an external PR agency used by
NEC (UK) Ltd.The potentially faulty unit had
been available to consumers since early
September. NEC (UK) Ltd was particularly
concerned that many units had been bought
as Christmas presents.The total number of
chargers involved was 97,000 units.

The safety notice appeared in all national
newspapers on 23rd December. It urged owners
to unplug the battery charger when not in use,
to restrict recharging to periods of up to 1.5
hours and to only use the charger with NEC
G9 or G9D+ mobile phones, which were the
only models that the potentially defective
charger had been supplied with.The notice
clearly showed the identification details for the
Potrans battery charger, and gave an in-house
customer contact number for any queries.

2.  Mobile phone charger unit recalled by NEC (UK) Ltd
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Press releases to mobile phone trade journals and
the national media supported the safety notice.
The major retailers who had sold the phone with
this unit were also contacted by NEC (UK) Ltd.

A different supplier was found for the charger
unit and all phones supplied to retailers after
Christmas were sent with the new charger.
All phones still with retailers after 23rd December
were also given a replacement charger, and the
old one returned to the manufacturer.

Decisions to recall
Eighteen chargers with failure problems
were returned to NEC (UK) Ltd during the
immediate post Christmas period. Included in
these 18 failed chargers were two more serious
incidents, one incident where the charger melted
and caused collateral damage, and one case of
a small fire. Staff from NEC (UK) Ltd visited
the homes of the owners to investigate these
incidents as part of the attempt to find out
what was causing the failure of the chargers.
The situation was now considered to be a very
high risk by NEC (UK) Ltd, so on 27th January a
decision was made to recall all the potentially
faulty charger units from owners.

The decision to recall was taken by the Managing
Director, and was supported by the parent
company in Japan.

Communication of the recall

The recall was communicated to the public
on 17th February.The reason for the delay
between the decision to recall and the
announcement of the recall was that NEC (UK)
Ltd were exploring the best, most efficient and
effective ways of reaching consumers.The safety
warning notice published in the press was
intended to reach as many owners as possible
because of the breadth of press coverage.
However, it was felt that to get the best
response to a recall of the charger unit from
owners, those who had bought the potentially
dangerous unit should be contacted directly.

There is no direct information about where
owners of mobile phones live, so it was
necessary for NEC (UK) Ltd, working with the
service providers and the retailers, to develop
specialist computer software to identify who
had bought the potentially faulty charger units
with their phones, and then link them to their
billing addresses. Because the potentially faulty
unit had been sold over a short period of time,
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and most had been sold in the run up to
Christmas, it was believed that most owners
would still be with their initial service providers.

The major effort of the recall was direct contact
with the owners of the phones. Draft letters
were sent to the retailers to illustrate how the
recall should be communicated to the owners.
NEC (UK) Ltd supplied retailers with new
chargers for all owners identified via the
computer programme, and also a pre-paid return
envelope for each owner so that the potentially
faulty units could be returned to NEC (UK) Ltd.

However, the recall notice was also published in
national newspapers, the Daily Record in
Scotland and the Manchester Evening News
on 17th February. Manchester was included
because one of the small fires had occurred in
Manchester, and NEC (UK) Ltd felt that if there
was any possibility of a faulty batch having been
sold in the northwest, it was necessary to
highlight this in the local press. As with the
safety notice, the trade press and journalists
were also contacted with details of the recall.

What the owner had to do

If the owner received a replacement charger
directly from the retailer, they were asked to
return the original item in the pre-paid envelope.
Those owners who responded to the press
advertisements were asked to call the freephone
helpline, which would despatch a new charger
unit, and they were also asked to return their
original charger. All of this was free of charge to
the owner. Retailers were also supplied with a
stock of replacement charger units for any
customers who returned their faulty chargers
to the stores where they had been bought.

Monitoring the recall

The recall process was active for several months.
By the end of April, 6 weeks after the recall
notice had appeared, 32,000 units had been
exchanged.The telephone helpline was
organised externally with a call centre and
offered longer contact hours than the one
arranged for the safety notice.The helpline
was maintained for four months.
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Recall information

• Identified the product (description,

illustration, and serial numbers).

• What the problem was (potential

overheating causing safety risk).

• What the consumer should do

(stop using the charger, contact the

freephone customer helpline for

free replacement).

• An apology from NEC (UK) Ltd.

• Contact details for the company.

The newspaper notice gave clear information for the consumer:

Decision to relaunch

The stock of phones with the potentially
faulty charger that was with retailers after
the safety notice was issued in December
was replaced with the new model of
charger. A slip of paper was also inserted in
the box when the charger was replaced to
remind the purchaser of the precautions that
were outlined in the safety notice. Although
these details were included in the handbook,
it was felt that a separate sheet would have
greater impact. All new stock after this date
was supplied with the new model of charger.
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What they did with the
returned products

All returned chargers were sent to the
manufacturer and destroyed. No further
faulty units were found in the returned items.
The supplier of the charger carried all the costs
that were incurred with the supply and
exchange of the charger units.

Post recall review

Several meetings were held to review the
process that had occurred during this recall.
As a result new procedures have been drawn
up by NEC (UK) Ltd for use in the event of
a future recall.

How much it cost

Overall the costs to NEC (UK) Ltd were
around £200,000, this does not include the
costs to the charger manufacturer.

The advertising costs for the safety notice and
the recall notice cost around £110,000 in total.
The call centre costs were £80,000.

The PR agency and other incidental costs
were approximately £10,000.
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case study: NEC (UK) Ltd

The lessons learned from this recall

• The lines of communication between
retailers and NEC (UK) Ltd mean that
consumer comments and complaints
are quickly fed through to head office
and any potential safety issues are dealt
with by senior managers shortly after
they are received.

• NEC (UK) Ltd had information about
the numbers of items and when they
were supplied which meant it was
possible to quantify the risk.

• During a period of uncertainty, the
company decided to issue a safety
notice that warned owners of a
possible problem. It was felt to be
more responsible to do this, rather
than leave the owners without warning.

• Despite being difficult to achieve in the
first instance, the main effort of the
recall was targeted towards known
owners whose address details were
known.These owners were sent free
replacements and the means with which

• to return the potentially dangerous
items. Everything was done to make it
easy for the consumer to return the
item to remove potentially dangerous
items from their homes.

• The recall notice was included in all the
daily national newspapers.

• The use of a PR agency with experience
in crisis management meant that NEC
(UK) Ltd could be helped to set up an
appropriate customer helpline and
assisted in the production, buying and
positioning of the recall notice.

• The agreement with the manufacturer
of the charger unit meant that they
were aware of the costs they would
incur if a recall happened.

• The monitoring of the returns meant
that the hazard and risk could be re-
evaluated as the recall progressed and
the decision to end the recall could be
made on the basis of sound figures.
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3.  Lego Primo Lucy Ladybird rattle recalled by Lego

The product

The product was a
rattle-teether designed
for use by infants
between 0 and 24
months of age.The
retail price was
approximately £4.

The problem

The rattle had two rounded ball-shaped ends.
One could, in some cases, become stuck in
a child’s mouth, and there was a risk that it
might seal the throat and cause suffocation.

Discovery

The product had been sold in around 70
countries since March 1997, which was
about a year before three consumers in the
Netherlands and Germany notified Lego that
there was a problem with the rattle becoming
stuck in the mouth of a baby aged six to
seven months.The Lego companies in these
countries immediately informed the Lego
head office in Denmark of the problems
that had been reported to them.

Decisions to recall
The investigation of the reports and the decision
to recall were both undertaken by the Danish
head office.They very quickly established that,
despite following all the standards and guidelines
for toys of this type, there was the potential
for a child to be suffocated by this toy.
The decision to recall was made on the
basis of a high risk to small children.

Over 600,000 rattles had been distributed
and sold around the world. Some 50,000
were either with retailers or had been
bought by consumers in the UK.

All the head offices in countries where the
rattle was sold were contacted by Lego and
instructed to recall the rattle from consumers.
Remaining stocks in Lego warehouses were
removed from the supply chain.This was
Friday 22th May 1998, only a few days before
the Spring Bank Holiday.The same day, Lego
in the UK issued a press release to news
agencies and the main UK media which clearly
stated what the problem was and what Lego
intended to do to rectify the situation. Lego
customer call centre staff were made aware of
the problem and extra coverage arranged for
the weekend.The Lego call centre staff were 
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to handle all the calls that resulted from the
publication of the recall notice.

Local Trading Standards Officers were alerted
by Lego that a problem had arisen and were
kept fully informed as the recall progressed.
The Trading Standards Officers were also able
to offer support and advice to Lego during
the course of the recall.

Communication of the recall

The press release was very effective in that it
resulted in television news coverage of interviews
with the Lego press officer on BBC and Sky.

Lego also communicated with their trade
customers and asked them to take the rattle
off sale immediately and return the rattles to
Lego UK as soon as possible. A copy of the
recall notice that was published in the national
press was also sent to retailers for display at
the point of sale or in a window.

A recall notice was published in the national
daily broadsheet and tabloid newspapers on
27th May.The public relations company that
handled the notice was able to make
suggestions to Lego as to what the notice
should say and how it should be presented by
using examples of other recall notices held by
an information bureau.The printed notice was
one quarter or one eighth of a page.

Further media coverage occurred during the
months immediately following the publication
of the recall notice.The lead times for relevant
mother and child titles meant that there was
some delay before the story could be covered
as an editorial or news piece in them.
However, the inclusion of the recall in this type
of magazine meant that the coverage of the
relevant population of consumers was probably
greater than it would otherwise have been.

Recall information

• Identified of the product (description,

name, reference, identification, picture)

and reassurance that a similar product

was not involved.

• What the problem was (the rattle could

get stuck in the mouth of a baby).

• Hazard and risk (choking of child).

• Request that consumers contact friends

and family to pass on the information.

• What the consumer should do (stop

using the rattle and return for a refund

or other item).

• An apology.

• A freephone helpline number and

contact details.

The notice gave consumers the following clear information:

case study: Lego
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What the consumer had to do

The consumer was asked to return the
product to Lego stating how much they had
paid for it.The full purchase price would be
refunded and the return postage was free to
the consumer.The freephone helpline was also
available to advise consumers that they could
also return the product to a retailer for a refund,
or could also request another item instead of
a refund. However, it was stressed that the
product should be returned if possible.

Monitoring of the recall

Rattles were returned to Lego during the
next four months. From the UK, approximately
10,000 were returned, of which around 7,000
were from consumers.This was about 20%
of the possible total. During the risk analysis
stage of the recall plan, the known consumer
habits regarding rattles were investigated.
It was believed that rattles have a finite life
span because they are not handed-down to
other children, and are often discarded by
children when they have ‘grown out’ of the
baby phase. So it was believed that many
rattles, particularly those sold in the first
months of distribution had already been
thrown away by parents and were no
longer a risk. No further incidents were 

reported in the period since the first few
months after the recall, so it was not
necessary to repeat the recall.

Decision to relaunch

Lego decided to withdraw the product and
it was not replaced by anything similar.

Dealing with returned products

All returned rattles were sent back to
Denmark and were destroyed.

Post recall review

This was the first time that Lego had
experienced a recall in the UK. While there
were contingency plans for a recall, they had
not been used in a real situation.The recall
was reviewed and the lessons learned
incorporated into the internal plans for use
in the event of a further recall.The recall has
also lead to Lego suggesting changes to the
safety regulations and standards that were in
place at the time the rattle was designed.

How much it cost

Globally this recall cost Lego £3,500,000.
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The lessons learned from this recall

• Good internal communications meant
that consumer safety issues could be
dealt with very rapidly at the Head
Office in Denmark.

• Potentially dangerous incidents affecting
consumers do not have to occur in the
UK before a recall is triggered.

• In the UK Lego maintained effective
communication with retailers which
meant that any rattles still on shop
shelves could be withdrawn from sale
very quickly.

• Lego had good information about the
number of items that had been supplied
to the UK market, and also had some
information about patterns of consumer
usage and discard.They could therefore
quantify the risk to children in the UK.

• Even multi-national companies
appreciate the support and advice
offered by Trading Standards Officers
during a recall.

• Effective public relations messages
targeted at the media at the start of the
recall meant that the recall was covered
on television during main news bulletins.
This prepared the public for the
newspaper notices that appeared
shortly afterwards. Subsequent coverage
in relevant magazines ensured that 

the recall message was reiterated for
those most likely to have a rattle in 
their household.

• Using an agency to design the recall
notice meant that good examples from
previous recalls were used as models for
this notice.

• The newspaper recall notice was large
and featured a photograph of the rattle
and of the box in which it had been
supplied. It was easy for consumers to
identify whether they had one of these
rattles from this.

• Using in-house call centre staff was
effective because they were already
trained in Lego’s style of consumer
contact and support.

• Everything was done to make it easy for
the consumer to return the item.There
were options of returning to the retailer
or sending by prepaid post. Full refunds
were given, or alternative items supplied
if requested.The contact telephone
number was a freephone line.

• Notices were also supplied to retailers
to display prominently.

• The recall has been used as evidence 
to press for changes to design standards
for toys, thereby improving products for
the future.

case study: Lego
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TO ALL OWNERS OF
TRICKY TV SETS

(MODELS TRI123TT AND TR456TT)

WE HAVE FOUND THROUGH OUR
CONTINUAL QUALITY CHECKING
SYSTEMS, THAT UNDER CERTAIN
CIRCUMSTANCES, THE ABOVE
SETS MAY DEVELOP A FAULT.
ONLY A VERY SMALL NUMBER OF
SETS ARE AFFECTED, BUT AS
PART OF OUR CONTINUING
COMMITMENT TO CUSTOMER
CARE, WE ARE OFFERING A FREE
SAFETY INSPECTION.
IF YOU HAVE ONE OF THESE
MODELS PLEASE CONTACT THE
RETAILER YOU PURCHASED THE
SET FROM TO ARRANGE FOR THE
TV TO BE CHECKED. 
PLEASE NOTE THAT NO OTHER
TRICKY TV SETS ARE AFFECTED
BY THIS NOTICE.

1 Doesn’t say it is a recall and
doesn’t name the company.

2 Doesn’t say what size of TV
is involved and doesn’t say
where the serial numbers are.

3 Doesn’t say what the 
problem actually is or 
explain the hazard.

4 Notice is small and type is 
quite small.

5 Doesn’t tell the user how to
avoid the hazard e.g.
“don’t use the set and turn 
off the electricity”.

6 There’s no Freephone 
helpline to call; in fact 
there is no way to contact 
the manufacturer.

7 Block capital text is not 
easy to read.

bad
example of a recall notice
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Tophole Electronics are recalling TRICKY TV SETS 28”

Teletext Models, numbered TR 456TT with 5 digit serial
numbers from 08912 to 09916 (marked on rear - see diagram)

WARNING
IMPORTANT SAFETY NOTICE

A faulty component inside may cause the external video-
in socket to become live, posing a risk of electrocution.

Before checking the model and serial numbers above,
the set must be switched off and disconnected from
the electricity supply.
Please phone the free Helpline 0800 1234567
immediately to arrange for service engineer to call
and modify your set free of charge. Please have the
model and serial numbers to hand when you phone.
We apologise for any inconvenience and to thank you
for your co-operation.

Tophole Electronics Ltd, 23-28 Brooker Walk,
Paradise Business Centre, London EB12 5TZ

Tel: 0171 123 456;  Fax: 0171 123 789;  e-mail help@tophole.org.uk

serial number

model number

1 Says it is a safety warning.

2 Names the company and the
brand and says it is a recall.

3 Clearly identifies the model
and gives the location of the
model and serial numbers 
using helpful diagram.

4 Size of the notice is better
and type easy to read, the 
important parts are 
highlighted in bold.

5 Clearly states the problem 
and the hazard.

6 Clearly tells the consumer 
what to do and has a free 
helpline to contact.

7 The text is not in block 
capitals and is easy to read.

8 Lots of contact information.

good
example of an improved notice after using the guide

examples
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A EXISTING GUIDES ON RECALL OF CARS, FOOD AND MEDICINES 5

ABPI - Batch Recall of Pharmaceutical Products. 1994. Available from: Association of the British
Pharmaceutical Industry, 12 Whitehall, LONDON, SW1A 2DY. Phone: 020 7930 3477.

Food Safety Act 1990: Food Safety Hazard Warning System Code of Practice Number 16. Available
from: Department of Health Distribution Centre. Phone: 0800 555 777, quote reference FSA16.

Vehicle Inspectorate. A Guide to the Operation of Code of Practice Recalls. 1992.

Vehicle Inspectorate specific codes: Vehicle Safety Defects, Replacement Parts and Accessories in
the Vehicle Aftermarket, Replacement Tyres, Wheels and Component Parts,Trailers under 3,500 kg,
Motor Cycles, Pedal Cycles. Available from:Vehicle Inspectorate,Vehicle Safety Branch, Room 101,
Berkeley House, Croydon Street, BRISTOL, BS5 0DA. Phone: 0117 954 3300.

B OTHER GUIDES ON RECALL OF OTHER CONSUMER PRODUCTS 5

AMDEA. Domestic Appliance Safety Code.

British Retail Consortium, Guidelines & Checklist for Product Recall.

British Aerosol Manufacturer’s Association. Aerosol Product Recall Guide. 1997.

C OTHER SOURCES OF INFORMATION

DTI publications (available from: Department of Trade and Industry, Consumer Affairs Directorate,
Room 422, 1 Victoria Street, LONDON, SW1H 0ET. Phone: 020 7215 0383):

Adultdata:The handbook of adult anthropometric and strength measurements – 
data for design safety, 1998.

Childata:The handbook of child measurement and capabilities – data for design safety, 1995.

Designing Safety into Products, 1997.

Guide to The Consumer Protection Act, 1987.

Modern Markets: Confident Consumers. July 1999. (Government White Paper.)

Writing Safety Instructions for Consumer Products, 1998.

D CHECKLIST OF QUESTIONS TO ASK POTENTIAL CONSULTANTS

(a) Get recommendations by word of mouth and ask for references.

(b) Look at their track record and experience. What other clients have they worked for and is 
there any potential conflict of interest?

(c) What is their knowledge of your industry and product?

(d) (For media and PR agencies). Do you think they are creative enough?

(e) What is their method of working and internal culture - does it fit with your own (informal or
very structured)?

(f) What are the agencies’ expectations? Make sure you have the same goals.

(g) What will it cost, how do they justify what they charge and how will they measure the results?

(h) Are they a member of a relevant trade association?

appendices
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Section 14



E CONTACT DETAILS 
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Association of Insurance and Risk Managers
(AIRMIC)
6 Lloyds Avenue
LONDON
EC3N 3AX
Phone: 020 7480 7610

British Insurance and Investment Brokers’
Association (BIIBA)
13 Bevis Marks
LONDON
EC3A 7NT
Phone: 020 7623 9043

Chartered Institute of Marketing
Moor Hall
Cookham
MAIDENHEAD
Berkshire
SL6 9QH
Phone: 01628 427500

Office of the Data Protection Registrar
Wycliffe House
Water Lane
WILMSLOW
Cheshire
SK9 5AF
Phone: 01625 545700

Institute of Direct Marketing
1 Park Road
TEDDINGTON
Middlesex
TW11 0AR
Phone: 020 8977 5705

Institute of Public Relations
The Old Trading House
14 Northburgh Street
LONDON
EC1V 0PR
Phone: 020 7253 5151

Kidnap and Extortion Unit
National Criminal Intelligence Service
PO Box 8000
LONDON
SE11 5EN
Phone: 020 7238 8418 / 8169

Public Relations Consultants’ Association
Willow House
Willow Place
Victoria
LONDON
SW1P 1JH
Phone: 020 7233 6026
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