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The Slimey Mess Between Beef Products Inc. and ABC News  

Introduction 

The beef between a South Dakota company and ABC News began in 2012, when Diane 

Sawyer hosted a series of scathing exposés on processed beef product used in nearly every fast 

food restaurant and school cafeteria around the world. ABC referred to the product as “Pink 

Slime”, which resulted in damages including Beef Products Inc. filing for bankruptcy due to 

profit losses. Currently, Beef Products Inc. and ABC News are embroiled in a defamation suit. 

Literature Review 

Beef Products Inc. brought up a defamation lawsuit against ABC News, Diane Sawyer, 

reporters Jim Avila and David Kerley, who wrote the pieces, and USDA microbiologist Gerald 

Zirnstein, who originally coined the phrase “pink slime” (Carlson, 2014). Pink slime is actually 

“Lean Finely Textured Beef (LFTB)” which is created from separating meat from scrap 

trimmings, by using a centrifuge, and then the separated meat is treated with ammonia to kill any 

bacteria, such as E. coli (Carlson, 2014). It is then mixed in with other hamburger meat, which 

helps create the leaner mixes of meats, such as 90% lean ground beef(Carlson, 2012). The 

product was deemed completely safe for human consumption by the Food and Drug 

Administration (Hagen, 2012).  



After the stories were aired, the first on March 7, 2012, a social media frenzy ensued 

(Eckley, 2012). While the FDA assured the public that the product was safe, it allowed public 

schools to opt out from using it, and many fast food and grocery chains publically announced 

that they would also discontinue use of LFTB (Eckley, 2012). By the end of March, Beef 

Products Inc.’s sales had plummeted and they were forced to shut down three of their four plants 

(Eckley, 2012). The story still circulated on Facebook and Twitter for a year after originally 

airing (Pruitt, 2012). In September of 2012, Beef Products Inc. sued ABC News, then seeking 

$1.2 billion in damages (Beck, 2012). In turn, ABC asked the federal court to dismiss the lawsuit 

(Beck, 2012).  In March of 2017, Circuit Judge Cheryl Gering dismissed Diane Sawyer from the 

suit, as she acted as a news anchor and did not write or research the reports (Hytrek, 2017). The 

trial between Beef Products Inc. and ABC News began in June 2017, with Beef Products Inc. 

now suing for $1.9 billion in damages, which could rise to as much as $5.7 billion because of the 

way South Dakota laws are set up (Chokshi, 2017). 

Analysis 

 This case highlights how consumers’ perceptions can be shaped by media, and how 

sensationalist-style journalism can cause a large impact quickly. I vaguely remember the 

controversy of “pink slime” and was even susceptible to the sensationalist way it was reported, 

but never researched the product in depth. In fact, a Facebook search tells me I commented 

“Yuck” on a post about LFTB in March of 2012. While the product is perfectly safe to eat, 

according to the USDA’s scientists who tested its safety, the process in which it is made 

contributes to the yuck-factor of the product (Greene, 2012). I think that this is what contributed 

to so many people being outraged by the use. Also pertinent, the timing of the reports were 



during a time when social media usage was on the rise, and so the story spread quickly all over 

the internet (Greene, 2012).  

I was curious if the safety and quality of LFTB, which has been in production since the 

early nineties, was ever questioned. Many publications, including New York Times, celebrity 

chef Jamie Oliver, and a blog about the food quality of public school lunches, all questioned 

whether it was safe and human-grade before ABC News reported on it (Greene, 2012). The 2009 

article published by the New York Times referenced opposition to the product from two former 

USDA employees (Greene, 2012). The employees felt that the testing was not done properly and 

that the ammonia solution used to treat meat may not be safe for human consumption (Moss, 

2009).  

The case against ABC News mounts on their negligent usage of language. While the 

other publications questioned the safety of the product, they only mentioned pink slime when 

talking about the paper by Gerald Zirnstein, who came up with the phrase to describe LFTB. 

Instead, ABC News took an accusatory and sensationalist tone on the subject, which I feel makes 

them guilty of libel. The term “pink slime” did not become a household word until Diane Sawyer 

anchored the series on the product.  

This case is important as a future public relations professional. From the standpoint of 

Beef Products Inc., it is important to see how quickly negative press can ruin a company, untrue 

or not. If I were to be working for the company, I would want to bolster my claims that product 

is safe with unbiased scientific data and research, and assuage any fears the public may have.  

 

 



Conclusion 

Beef Products Inc.’s defamation suit against ABC News will be hard to refute. ABC 

News appears guilty of using disparaging phrases negligently, and the timing of Beef Products 

Inc.’s financial downfall coincides with the reporting.  Furthermore, the phrase “pink slime” was 

shared virally across the internet and social media, for a long time after the ABC News reports, 

but seemed to initially catch on after ABC News’ investigative reporting, which caused Beef 

Products Inc. billions of dollars in damages and tarnished its reputation. This case highlights the 

importance of how to frame a story, so as not to be defamatory, as well as how quickly the 

public’s perceptions can be shaped by media.  
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