
1   Fishbowl | Three key lessons for an effective food recall process

HW I T E P A P E RHW I T E P A P E R

Three key lessons 
for an effective 
food recall process
from Scott Svihula 

Scott Svihula, food and beverage manufacturing expert and 
founder of Hula Consulting, shares his key lessons for an 
effective food recall process so you can stay on the right 
side of food compliance.
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A food recall is a voluntary or mandatory action to remove 
a food product from the market. While food recalls aim to 
protect consumers and restore consumer confidence, they can 
be damaging. 

“Not only can it damage your reputation,” explains Scott Svihula 
of Hula Consulting, who has over 27 years of experience in 
the food and beverage industry. “But there are also financial 
implications: lost sales because of loss of brand trustworthiness 
and the cost of actually doing a recall.”

You may assume you’re immune to a recall, because you’re 
everything to stay food safe, but Scott urges food and beverage 
manufacturers to remember, “You could do everything right 
but still may be part of the recall because of your suppliers,” 
explains Scott. 

We aren’t trying to scare you but want to highlight the 
importance of being prepared for those unfortunate situations. To 
help you prepare, we decided to speak to industry expert Scott 
Svihula to get his insights on the topic. Here are his three key 
lessons for an effective food recall process.  

An effective food recall plan starts with 
a strong team
For Scott, having a strong food safety team is the first key 
step to an effective recall plan. Scott explains that the team 
“is more than just the regulatory compliance officer. It is a 
multi-disciplinary team across different departments. You have 
people from different parts of the business, whether it be a 
line worker, ops manager, owner, or someone on the C-suite or 
mid-tier management.” 

The benefit of having this team is that “you’re getting the 
viewpoint from all angles, not just from a trained regulatory 
compliance person who maybe didn’t work the line or understand 
the nuances of a certain type of production process.” 
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Of course, you still need a certified regulatory compliance officer 
as the new Food Safety Modernization Act mandates it. This 
person is known as a preventive controls, qualified individual, 
or PCQI. 

“A PCQI is responsible for writing and managing the programs, 
but they don’t have to do the day-to-day,” explains Scott. “They’re 
the ones who are doing the higher level, broader strokes. That 
person can be an on-staff trained person or a consultant, and 
that’s where I typically come in, because many companies don’t 
have the time, money, or resources, especially in the middle to 
smaller company size, to go through all that training.” 

Communication is crucial: Consult the 
FDA and inform customers
Transparent, responsive, and consistent communication during 
a food recall helps protect your reputation. But who do you 
communicate with? What information do they require? 

“If you’re in an actual recall, there’s a lot of things you need to do,” 
explains Scott. “One, you must contact the local FDA operator 
in charge of your state. You’re just notifying them that, ‘Hey, I 
was informed my mint has Salmonella, or ‘Hey, I forgot to put 
an allergen claim on this.’ They will then dictate the parameters 
around the recall and guide you on the next steps and information 
they need.” 

Usually, they’ll want a complete list of customers, including how 
many units were sold to retail, wholesale, and grocery clients. 
Scott emphasizes the importance of providing this information 
promptly—usually within a couple of hours or a day—but 
mentions it will depend on the class of recall and how bad it is.

It’s then time to notify the public. “They’re [FDA] going to ask you 
to write a press release that they will put on the PR Newswire so 
that everybody in the US will get it,” explains Scott. “The FDA will 
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then ask you for constant updates every few days. ‘How many 
people have you contacted? How many people responded? How 
many people are left?’” 

This recall process ends once the FDA feels you’ve notified the 
public, reached out as best you can, and done your due diligence.

Take note: If you have a global footprint, expect to deal with the 
equivalent of the FDA in other countries. They will have their own 
documents to complete and processes to follow to ensure you 
meet food safety compliance standards. 

Mock recalls are your best friend—do them when it’s inconvenient 

Mock recalls are test recalls to assess a company’s readiness for 
actual recalls. They are great tools to help minimize the financial 
impact of an actual recall. As Scott points out, four hours is 
typically the benchmark for completing the notification and 
communication process.

While most companies typically do mock recalls when convenient, 
Scott recommends the opposite “because a recall is never going 
to be convenient if it happens.” 

“I typically try to do one recall during office hours,” explains Scott. 
“And I also try to—and I plan this with the owners—do a mock 
recall after hours, just to see what kind of response time I’m going 
to get from my staff [recall team] who are responsible for this.” 

Scott mentions that every member of your recall team should 
have a defined role for the mock recalls, with someone to handle 
physical counts, run reports in Fishbowl, contact suppliers, reach 
out to customers, deal with the FDA, write a press release, and be 
the front-facing person if they have to go on the news.  

He also alluded to the importance of having their contact 
information, as well as that of suppliers, and your 24-hour contact 
people on hand should they be needed. Also, don’t ignore 
insurance and lawyers. 
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While insurance and lawyers are usually not required in a mock 
recall, you should still consider the following: 

• General liability insurance to provide coverage in the case of 
actual recalls 

• Lawyers can still provide guidance and advice on preparing for 
and evaluating a mock recall—and may prove crucial during 
actual recalls 

The bottom line on food recalls
Food recalls can occur even if you have the best food safety 
practices. That’s why it pays to be prepared for these situations 
by using the key lessons from Scott: 

• Create a strong recall team 

• Communicate immediately with the FDA  

• Conduct regular mock recalls when they’re not convenient 
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Fishbowl feature:
Documents/File Storage

Store the written recall plan in Fishbowl’s 
document management system, making it 
easily accessible to the recall team and 
management.

2 Develop a Recall Plan

Outline step-by-step procedures for 
handling recalls, including roles and 
responsibilities, communication 
protocols, and chain of command.

Fishbowl feature: 
User Management/Access Rights 

Create a designated recall team with access 
to the necessary modules and information 
in Fishbowl. Manage who sees what and 
necessary action.

1 Establish a Recall Team

Designate a recall team comprising key 
personnel from various departments, 
such as production, quality assurance, 
legal, public relations, and management. 

3 Identify & trace products 

Implement robust product traceability 
systems to identify affected batches 
and the source of contamination in case 
of a recall.

Fishbowl feature: 
Lot tracking/serial tracking 

Trace products through the supply chain and 
identify affected batches during a recall.

5 Monitor & test products

Regularly conduct product testing and 
quality checks to identify potential 
issues before they become widespread 
problems. 

Fishbowl feature: 
QA/QC management 

Build and customize specific QA and QC 
steps into your workflows and assign them 
to specific people.

7 Educate employees

Train employees on the recall plan and 
their roles during a recall.

Fishbowl feature: 
Task tracking/File storage 

Track employee training and create specific 
tasks to ensure that all relevant personnel 
are educated. Store recall plan within 
Fishbowl’s document management plugin 
for easy access.

6 Establish communication 
channels

Set up multiple channels for communi-
cating with consumers, retailers, distrib-
utors, and regulatory agencies in case 
of a recall. 

Fishbowl feature: 
Custom & lot history

Pull customer and lot history reports to 
know who you need to call to inform 
about the recall.

8 Notify regulatory authorities

Comply with local regulations and 
notify the appropriate regulatory bodies 
promptly, in case of a product recall.

Fishbowl feature: 
Customized reporting 

Create and save customized report 
templates for different regulatory agencies, 
so you can quickly run the reports when 
requested during a recall. 

4 Review product 
specifications and labeling 

Ensure accurate and compliant product 
specifications, ingredient lists, allergen 
information, and expiration dates on 
packaging.

Fishbowl feature: 
Customization

Customize labels that reflect what you need 
to track and customize customer fields that 
fit your processes.

Preparing a Recall Plan

Preparing a Recall Plan    |    fishbowlinventory.com
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Fishbowl feature: 
Custom workflows

Create recall-specific tasks and assign them 
in custom workflows. Teams can manage 
retrieval of recalled products from the market 
using Fishbowl’s task management tools. 

2 Retrieve & segregate 
affected products 

Establish procedures for retrieving and 
documenting recalled products from the 
market efficiently. 

Fishbowl feature: 
Report generation/notifications

Generate and submit required reports and 
notifications to regulatory authorities using 
Fishbowl’s reporting capabilities.

1 Issuing recall notices 

Draft clear, concise, and informative 
recall notices with instructions for 
consumers, retailers, and distributors on 
how to handle the recalled products.

3 Dispose of recalled products  

Determine appropriate disposal meth-
ods for recalled products, adhering to 
environmental regulations. 

Fishbowl feature: 
Audit/reconcile books

Document, assign, and record audit and 
disposal workflows. Easily reconcile your 
books through QuickBooks. 

5 Analyze the root cause 

Thoroughly investigate the cause of the 
recall to prevent similar issues in the 
future.

Fishbowl feature:
Reporting/analytics

Use Fishbowl’s reporting and analytics tools 
to analyze historical data and identify the 
root cause of the recall. 

6 Update and improve 
recall plan 

After the recall is complete, evaluate 
the effectiveness of the recall plan and 
make necessary updates for continuous 
improvement. 

Fishbowl feature:
Recall planning

Set up mitigation steps post-incident 
through Fishbowl. Add QA/QC steps and 
customize workflows to support the proper 
recall plan for your company.

4 Public relations and 
media management

Coordinate with the PR team to manage 
external communication, address media 
inquiries, and protect the company's 
reputation.

Fishbowl feature:
Stored documentation

Store media contacts in documents for easy 
access, and review customer history and 
vendor reports to review scope of recall. 

Executing a Recall Plan

Executing a Recall Plan    |    fishbowlinventory.com


