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Case Study 
 
 A Question of Science – Responding to the Cochrane Collaboration’s Systematic 

Review of Antioxidant Vitamins for the Health Food 
Manufacturers’ Association (Courtesy of Pegasus) 

 
The Health Food Manufacturers’ Association (HFMA) is the leading trade association for 

the natural health industry, and represents more than 120 manufacturers and suppliers in 

the UK.  

 

Pegasus PR has been working to raise the profile of the HFMA, positioning the 

organization as the voice of the natural health industry and the source of authoritative 

comment on issues relating to the sector since May 2007. 

 

On 15th April 2008, the HFMA was presented with 24 hours warning in advance of the 

publication of a Cochrane Systematic Review into the use of antioxidant vitamins and 

minerals for the primary prevention of mortality, undertaken by the Cochrane 

Collaboration. 

 

The US Council for Responsible Nutrition (CRN) had already issued an embargoed 

rebuttal to the research in the UK and US and many news channels were planning to run 

the story, so a response from the HFMA would not fuel the story, but provided an 

opportunity to contribute to it. 

 

Faced with a potentially negative story on a slow news day, Pegasus PR was tasked with 

defending the natural health industry, asserting the views of the HFMA and positioning the 

organization as the number one source of comment for the sector. 

 

Objectives 

Position the HFMA as the source of responsible, thought-provoking and authoritative 

comment on all aspects of the natural health industry, including antioxidant vitamins and 

minerals. 
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Provide informed comment and analysis to balance any media negativity relating to the 

story. 

 

Enhance credibility for the organization through expert association 

Strengthen the HFMA’s profile among key opinion leaders in the UK (and wider EU). 

 

Planning 

A media audit at the start of the PR campaign revealed lack of awareness of the HFMA as 

an industry commentator, and scepticism amongst press who questioned the impartiality 

of the association, given its position as representative of companies across the wider 

natural health sector. 

 

In response and in preparation for potential future issues, a panel of independent experts 

– the HFMA Expert Panel – was established to provide unbiased, timely and accurate 

commentary for the media on a selection of issues relevant to the industry.   

HFMA Expert Panel members were selected based on their knowledge and training to 

offer a broad selection of health sector expertize.  To protect their impartiality, HFMA 

Expert Panel members were not financially reimbursed for undertaking media activity, and 

therefore free to express independent viewpoints. 

In preparation for potential media and industry crisis situation, a comprehensive crisis 

communications strategy also established a predetermined procedure for information 

propagation and response approval. 

 

Implementation 

 

Pre-Publication Activity (15th April 2008) 

On 15th April 2008, advance warning of the impending and largely negative Cochrane 

Systematic Review into the use of antioxidant vitamins for the primary prevention of 

mortality, heralded the start of an intensive media relations campaign to redress the 

balance in reporting of the story. 
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Key members of the HFMA Expert Panel, including the nutrition spokesperson, Patrick 

Holford, and the leading nutritionist, Dr Marilyn Glenville PhD were mobilized to respond to 

the impending media attention. 

 

An HFMA statement from the HFMA’s senior scientific advisor, Dr Michele Sadler PhD 

was composed and distributed to 158 key national and regional health and news 

correspondents, plus the news syndication services including Reuters and PA News, to 

provide a considered expert opinion in response to the story. 

 

Requests for media interviews immediately commenced from programmes including BBC 

Radio 4’s ‘Today’ and BBC Radio 2’s ‘Jeremy Vine Show’.  Interviews were 

undertaken by members of the HFMA Expert Panel, including Patrick Holford and Dr 

Marilyn Glenville PhD. 

 

 

Setting the Media Agenda on the Publication Date (16th April 2008) 

The Cochrane Review publication date started with blanket media coverage of the 

HFMA’s key messages, including stories on BBC Radio 1,2,4, 5 Live, BBC News 24, 

Sky News, and CNN. 

The crisis team fielded 136 media calls throughout the day, setting up interviews with 23 

broadcast channels and five print publications including BBC News 24, Sky News, The 

Wright Stuff and The Times. 

Two members of the HFMA Expert Panel – Patrick Holford and Dr Marilyn Glenville PhD – 

were briefed to undertake interviews during the day, with HFMA Expert Panel affiliate 

member, Dr Alan Stewart also fielded for interviews scheduled to take place into the 

evening. 

 

Maintaining the Momentum (post 17th April 2008) 

Immediately following the initial publication date, a more in-depth scientific response was 

drafted and despatched to correspondents at 66 Sunday newspapers, weekly and monthly 

publications 
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Coverage in a range of publications including Brand New You, Women’s Fitness and 

Natural Health. 

 

Creativity – what makes the campaign stand out? 

 

Pro-activity speaks louder than words – the decision to proactively rebut the Cochrane 

Review in advance of its publication assisted in balancing pieces published on the story 

After thought – post-campaign activity enabled the HFMA to target the wider media with 

a thorough, considered approach, generating coverage and awareness. 

An independent view – the HFMA Expert Panel positioned the HFMA as the leading 

source of impartial and thought-provoking commentary for the sector. 

One voice – with blanket media coverage, the HFMA and its Expert Panel was the most 

widely quoted of all organizations speaking about the research on behalf of the natural 

health industry. 

 

Results 

The campaign generated 75 items of branded coverage, 85% of which appeared or 

were broadcast within seven days of the Cochrane Review publication date. 

According to independent media evaluation (Media Proof), the campaign has so far 

reached an audience of over 173 million with an advertising value of over £1.7 million 

and equivalent PR value of £5.3 million. 

Sustained media coverage was achieved in national press (including The Times, The 

Guardian, BBC TV and Radio, Sky News and CNN). 

95% of coverage on the research publication date (16th April 2008) included reference to 

the HFMA, or a quote from the HFMA Expert Panel. 

Credibility and impartiality was achieved through consistent expert comment and 

analysis (92% of all coverage included a quote from the HFMA or  a member or associate 

of the HFMA Expert Panel including Patrick Holford, Dr Michele Sadler PhD, Dr Marilyn 

Glenville PhD). 

 

Conclusion 

Unlike many other crisis situations, our success was measured not on the number of 

publications who did not run the story, but on the number who did, incorporating our 

comments and observations. 
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As a result of the campaign, the HFMA and its Expert Panel was positioned at the 

forefront of the minds of virtually every health journalist in the UK. 

The HFMA has become the voicepiece for the sector, and the first point of call for 

journalists in the event of a breaking natural health story. 

 

Account Team 

Account Director, Stephanie Matson; Senior Account Manager, Terri Foster; and Account 

Executive, James Knott. 

 


