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NASA After Challenger: Restoring an Image

In June 1986, William Sheehan, a former public relations executive at Ford and former
president of ABC News, became a consultant to the National Aeronautics and Space Administration.
Eleven months later, Sheehan accepted a full time position at NASA as associate administrator for
Communications. His priorities were to develop policies for information dissemination and media
relations, and to restore NASA's image in the wake of the destruction of the space shuttle Challenger
on January 28, 1986, and the deaths of Challenger's seven astronauts.

NASA had experienced one earlier tragedy. In October 1968, three Apollo I astronauts had
died when a fire swept the launch pad. NASA was severely criticized for the news blackout that
followed and its reputation was further diminished by the safety defects and cover ups that came to
light in the investigation that followed the accident. But that tragedy proved to be a learning
experience for NASA. New policy and major reforms resulted, and when an in-space explosion
threatened the moon-bound Apollo 13 in 1971, the NASA Public Affairs Office (PAO) responded
with a steady flow of information. News organizations were impressed with NASA's handling of the
Apollo 13 crisis—so much so that they nominated NASA's PAO staff for a Pulitzer Prize.! And on the
heels of this success, NASA enjoyed almost fifteen years of positive news and an excellent rapport
with the media. NASA's image, in fact, became so positive that it took on near-mythic proportions.
For almost fifteen years news from NASA compiled a new chapter of the American dream that
promised ongoing conquests in the new frontiers of space.

Then, on January 28, 1986 the dream became a nightmare as the nation watched the space
shuttle Challenger disappear in what appeared to be a devastating explosion. And to the
consternation of the public and the press, NASA had nothing to say in the minutes and then the
hours immediately following the loss of Challenger. NASA officials confiscated film footage of the
launch from all the media camera people covering the event, and suddenly even the weather forecast
at launch time became confidential information. Although the PAO had a press policy in place that
told officials they should have released a statement within 20 minutes of the disaster, they did not
make a statement until nearly five hours after the fact.

NASA responded to the Challenger disaster very much as it had to the Apollo I fire. A siege
mentality took shape within NASA, and yet the press could not (and did not) grant NASA the time it
needed to get organized and find an explanation. In the days that followed the Challenger tragedy,
almost 15 years of goodwill between PAO and the media gave way to an era of tough investigative

1 Sam A. Marshall, "NASA After Challenger," Public Relations Journal, August 1986.

Professor Stephen A. Greyser and Research Associate Norman Klein prepared this case from public sources as the basis for
class discussion rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of an administrative situation.
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reporting that eventually exposed cover-ups and a host of safety concerns. During the winter and
spring, NASA came under growing criticism and attack—from news organizations, media
commentators, government officials, a formal presidential investigating commission, and even some
within the agency. The criticism focused principally on what some saw as NASA's overzealous
censorship and "information management" following the Challenger tragedy. However, it also
extended to NASA's actions regarding both the decision on launching the Challenger and NASA
operations in general.

The June 9 "Report of the Presidential Commission on the Space Shuttle Challenger
Accident," substantiated much of the criticism that had appeared in the press since the explosion. It
went on to flesh out a larger picture of NASA as an institution that was responsible for a flawed and
tragic decision.

This was the legacy that Bill Sheehan confronted in May 1987. By this point, it was clear that
NASA's public image had deteriorated substantially. (See Exhibits 1 through 7 for comments on the
breakdown of the relationship between NASA and the press after a long period of positive coverage
and friendly relations between NASA's public relations staff and the media.)

Background

Author Michael Brody wrote the following in the May 12, 1986 issue of Fortune magazine.

The agency's leaders have been preoccupied with raising money for NASA
from Congress. To win over the politicians, they have set goals for the shuttle
program totally out of sync with the resources at their command. Organizational
components that were supposed to work closely together—the Marshall, Kennedy,
and Johnson Space Centers—have behaved like quasi-independent baronies,
uncommunicative with one another and with the top.2

Brody pointed out that NASA's administration offices are located in Washington, while its
component organizations are scattered throughout the United States: the Jet Propulsion Laboratory
in California; the Johnson Space Center in Texas; the Marshall Space Flight Center in Alabama; the
Kennedy Space Center in Florida; plus other support facilities scattered through the Sunbelt. A
glance at NASA's organizational chart would suggest that Marshall—the rocketry center in charge of
the space shuttle's main engines, external fuel tanks, and booster rockets—cooperates closely with the
Kennedy Center, which handles the assembly, servicing, and launching of the shuttle. Marshall
would also appear to have an essential relationship with Johnson, which oversees the entire shuttle
program. But Brody reported that Marshall's managers had been "jealous rivals" of their counterparts
at the Kennedy and Johnson Space Centers.

Brody also emphasized the fact that it had been Marshall's managers that had either
persuaded or forced Morton Thiokol to override the objections of Alan McDonald, Thiokol's senior
engineer at the launch site. McDonald had refused to sign off on the launch because he doubted the
safety of the booster rocket O-rings that eventually failed, but his objections were "resolved" at the
Marshall level and were not known by Kennedy and Johnson executives at launch time.

In a lengthy article in The New Yorker magazine, Henry S.F. Cooper, Jr. further documented
the suspect decision making and lack of communication claimed by Brody.3 Cooper listed the
numerous instances of "scorching” of the O-rings that appeared in testing and in actual flights, and
the first instance—in April 1984—of "blowby," a term that indicates that flames had blown by the O-

2 Michael Brody, "NASA's Challenge: Ending Isolation at the Top," Fortune, May 12, 1986.
3 Henry S.F. Cooper, Jr., "Letter from the Space Center," The New Yorker, November 10, 1986.
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rings and breached the seal on a rocket booster. The fact that this information was not common
knowledge at Marshall, Kennedy, and Johnson was one issue. But Cooper suggested the extent and
importance of the problem by pointing out that the shuttle flight before Challenger had experienced
two scorches and a blowby, and yet Astronaut Sherwood Spring, who had flown that mission, had
never been given this information.

Why the Silence and Siege Mentality After Challenger?

William Sheehan had looked into the events that unfolded on January 1986, and surmised
that the engineering mentality that drove NASA had played a role in the organization's difficulty
finding the right thing to say. The engineers had in effect sequestered themselves with all the
available data, including the media film footage, and were reluctant to make a statement until they
were sure they had the answer, or at least a hypothesis that had substantial evidence to support it.

Sheehan also knew that Dr. William R. Graham had been assigned to NASA by President
Reagan in late 1985, and had been acting administrator for less than a month when the Challenger
was lost. Equally important, the PAO director at the time, Shirley Green, had joined NASA in
December 1985. The fact that both people in these key roles were new was a key consideration.

Journalist Sam A. Marshall, pointed out that the organizational structure of NASA
complicated matters for the PAO office, in that all of the Space Centers had a PAO spokesperson who
was responsible both to the NASA PAO director and the head of the Center he or she served.
Further, although the position of PAO director had originally been the equivalent of a vice president,
it had been reduced to the level of director with the arrival of James Fletcher in the 1970s. The
original PAO head, Julian Scheer, had described himself as "working with one foot in administration
and one foot out as director of information." Frank Johnson, the PAO head that preceded Green, has
noted that he and NASA administrator James M. Beggs had been colleagues at the General Dynamics
Corporation prior to their coming to NASA, "so a working rapport had already been established."
But Marshall stated that Green had not had time to establish a basic working relationship, and could
claim neither the ties nor influence that Scheer and Johnson had enjoyed.

Frank Johnson also offered an additional insight on a possible cause for NASA's slow
response to the media. He claimed that the media are not as significant a public as many might think,
and suggested that NASA's primary concern in the Challenger disaster would have been the message
sent to the President and Congress.

Sam A. Marshall's analysis of the breakdown of the relationship between the media and PAO
included one final observation. It had been the administrator, not the PAO, who had attempted to
"sell" the space program to both Congress and the American public. "Accordingly, says the PAO
staff, the PAO served only an auxiliary role, arranging for VIP visits to launches for congressmen and
funneling information to the public."

* 0%k kX X

William Sheehan looked forward to his new responsibilities with several working principles
in mind. One, he believed that the public had a right to know as much as NASA did about NASA
events. Two, he believed that the PAO office must be the source of any bad news that might come
from NASA. Finally, he knew he had to have complete access to chief administrators at NASA to do
his job.
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THE NEW YORK TIMES, SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 9, 1986

Journalists Say NASA’s Reticence

Forced Them toGather Data Elsewhere

By ALEX S. JONES

The space agency's unwillingness to.
release substantive information on the
explosion of the space shuttle Chal-.
lenger has forced the nation’s news or-,
ganizations to rely for rmuch of their’
coverage on information that was not
officially confirmed and, in many
cases, came from unnamed sources.

News executives said in a series of
interviews that the intense public con-
cern generated by the loss of the shuttle
and its seven-member crew had
created an urgent need for informa-
.tion.

They said they believed the public
was entitied to learn as much as possi-
ble now, before its sense of urgency for
correcting what went Wrong could
fade, rather than after a long investiga-
tion.

Rut they also stressed that despite
the need for immediacy, accuracy re-
mained paramount in reporting on the
accident.

Coverage Varied Widely

with the main official source of news
all but shut down, these news organiza-
tions said they were forced Lo use unoff-
ficial sources, some inside the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration
and some outside but associated in one,
way or another with the agency. They"
said that many of those willing to pro--
vide information did so on condition
that they not be identified. ;

As a result news coverage has varied
widely, with different news organiza-
tions pursuing different aspects of the |
story with differing degrees of success.
Wat they have reported has depended
greatly on their skill in persuading
sources to disclose key data.

The editors and reporters involved
have also felt the competing pressures
tobe first if possible and yet not embar-
rass themselves by trumpeting infor-
mation that might later prove errone-
ous.
“Jt's the hardest story I've ever dealt
with,"" said Fred Barbash, deputy na--
tional editor of The Washingten Post,.
wno is supervising The Post’s shuttle
coverage.

Caution Before Speed

Although most large news organiza-|
sions have claimed to be ahead of |
others on at least some news develop-!
: e-egutives generally eced
thas tney nod put caution before spwza.;
“The .pressure to be right far out-;
weighed the pressure to pe fast,” said
Lane v -n.rdes, cxecutive producer of
“The OBS Evening News,”’

i

\ their reporters in such a situation.

tenure of many of the repnriy

Soon after the shuttle explosion Jan.
28, NASA impounded virtually all infor-
mation it had that related to the shuttle
program and instructed its employees

not to provide information to reporters, i
even on an off-the-record basis.

Former NASA employees and offi-| |

cials at private companies involved in|,

the space program were also asked not:
to provide information to reporters. \

NASA spokesmen said the agency:
wished to minimize speculation on the'
cause of the shuttle explosion until the
official invesugaticn could be com-
pieted and the precise cause Known. :

Many news executives said they
thought NASA was making a serious'
mistake, especially in its refusal ta
confirm or discredit various reports.
The NASA pelicy, the news people
argued, seemed inevitably destined to
make speculation all the more wide-
spread.

Public Report Added Little

Many journalisis expressed hope
that NASA’s public report Thursday to
the Presidential commission appointed
to investigate the explosion would

_prompt a new openness in NASA infor-

mation policy. But NASA officials pro-,
vided almost no information Thursdayi
that had not previously been made pub- i
lic in unofficial reports.

The journalists noted in interviews
that the members of the Presidential
commission relied heavily on news re-
ports to question NASA officials, un-!
derscoring the importance of the public
dissemination of information.

But while news executives say they
feel confident that their mission is to}
continue to report as fully as possible,
even without the cooperation of NASA,
they are also uncomfortable with hav-
ing to rely so heavily on information
from unnamed sources, & practice
most news organizations try to avoid.

«1t's not a good way to report it, but
that's what we're backed into here,”
said Louis D. Boccardi, president of
The Associated Press, who has been 2
persistent critic of the use of unnamed
SOUrCEs.

According to Mr. Boccardi and many
other niws gxecutives, news organiza-
tions must rely heavily on the experi-
ence, cornections and judgment of

{
|
|
|

Peoariers’ Contocts in NASA
Tre dopin and gualiy of asuch of
what has baen reported so far without

NASA's coop2 scig the Jong!

ticn retl

of whom have been covering the space
agency far 20 years or more and have
long friendships with NASA and aero-
space industry officials.

But for each news organization the
coverage has been somewhat different,
reflecting the ebb and flow of each or-
ganization’s ability to get information
in which it had confidence, and the edit-
ing process that determined when to
publish the information and how
prominently to dispiay it.

Richard Flaste, director of science
news for The New York Times, said
that in such situatiuns, the newspaper
“:depends, as it always does, on & basic
trust in its reporters, and the knowl-
edge reporters themselves have of who
among their sources are reliable.”

1r. Flaste added, “Youhaveic ques-
tion the reporters very hard ss you
yourself can understand the inicrma-
tion they have and the faith they place
in it.”

Evolution of Booster Theory

One example of the way information
from unidentified sources has been de-
veloped and the important role it has
played in the coverage is the evclution
of the theory that a flame from the
solid-fuel booster rocket on the shut-
tle’s right side was the most likely trig-
ger for the explosion.

The example demonstrates how
news organizations generally would
not, without seeking independent con-
firmation, pubiish information based!
on unnamed sources that was pub-
lished by other organizations. The na-
tional wire services dealt with this

roblem by attributing the informatios
to the news arganization that published
it.

Beginning shortly after the explosion
on Tuesday, Jan. 28, many neéws organ-
izations presented theories of the cause
of the explosion. That the booster
rocket might have been the source was
presented as orie theory among many.

At about noon Thursday, Jan. 30, Jay
Barbree, a 52-vear-oid reporter for
NBC Radio who has ¢overed NASA
since 1958 and lives near Cape Canav-
eral, was told by a INASA ofiicial who
insisted on anchymity that the ages-
cy's investigalion was now focused en

the right booster rocket, and especially
on the possiblity thata Jeak had devel-
: int ¢mn ing two seclions

oL, creating @ Diuw-1oren e

).{\ .’!/
Cﬁ_/‘!‘\s I’
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Exhibit 1 (continued)

By midafternoon, according 'to Mr.:

Barbree, another NASA official had
confirmed that information.

Confirmed by Two Sources

About an hour before air time at 6:30
P.M,, William O. Wheatley, executive
producer of “The NBC Nightly News,"

the sources of the informa-
txon with Mr. Barbree, and Mr. Bar-
bree identified them by their positions
in NASA and his estimate of their cred-
ibility, but not by name. According to
Mr. Wheatley, without two sources for
the information, ‘‘it would have been a
much tougher call.”

NBC led its broadcast with the item,

with Tom Brokaw, the anchor, saying,'
“NBC News has learned that NASA is’

concenirating on one specific area in
its investigation of the violent explo-
sion.” NBC then gave details.

Before 8 p.m. both The Associated
Press and United Press International
had reported what NBC had said, but
had attributed the information to NBC
News and did not embrace it them-
selves.

Before midnight, A.P. had received
confirmation of the information from
an unnarmed official and added this fur-
ther confirmaticn to itS report.

Neaither ABC nor CBS mentioned the
booster rocket in their Thursday
evening news shows, and the Cable
News Network, in its 8 P.M. broadcast
that night, mentioned the NBC report
near the end of the newscast, attribut-
ing the information to ‘“‘another net-
work.”

Most news organizations that carried -

the item Friday, Jan. 31, took pains to
say that NBC bad reported it, distanc-
ing themselves somewhat from it.

Independent Confirmations

-In its Friday edition, which was
printed Thursday night, The New Yor
Times mentioned the rncket booster in
a front page story as one of the two
most likely sources of the explosion,
and attributed the information to un-
named sources.

According to Mr. Flaste, the report
in The Times was based on information
from two independent sources, but not

on the NBC report, and the NBC report|

was not mentioned by The Times.

In its leading front page article Sat-
urday, Feb. 1, The Times reported
quoting an urinamed source, that there
had been a drop in pressure in the nght
booster rocket, which supported the'
theory that the rocket was the source oft
the problem.

On Saturday some other news organ:
jzaions, among them ABC News and,
Florida Today, the newspaper nearest;
Cape Carnaveral, mdependem!y con-

firmed that the right booster was
NASA’s primary focus.

Most other large news organizations
did not embrace the theory that the
booster was the likely origin of the
problem without describing it as one of
several theories wuntil Saturday
evening, when NASA provided film
showing a plume of flame coming from
the right booster rocket.

NASA has still not specifically said
that the right booster rocket is the pri-
mary focus of the agency’s own investi-
gation, but its decision to show films of
the booster was interpreted as confu'-
mation.
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Shaken up by Challenger,
NASA turns against itself

By R.A. ZALDIVAR
Herald Staff Writer

WASHINGTON .-— “Ten weaks
after the cateclysmic’ explosion
that destroyed the space shuttle
Chellenger, the National Aeronau-
tics and" Space Administration is
like & family in crisis.

Partners are threatening to walk
out. brothers are blaming ezch
other and the world out.&'de looms
&s a threat.

The head of the Kennedy Space
Center talks bitterly of separation,
of 2 “mass exodus” of people who
fee] the presidentiz2]l commission
investigating the Challenger disas-
ter has tar and feathers in mind.

The chief astromaut fires.off 2
memo accusing management of
putting image before safety. A
colonel in the Air Force space
command shoots back a letter
calling the chief astronaut 2
hypocrite.

And the media, once avidly
courted by NASA to promote its
reach-for-the-stars ‘image, are an-
grily shunned.

Industrial psychologist James
Mosel says there is nothing unusu-
al about this — not for an
orgamzanon whose cherished
self-image has been dashed like
some porcelain dzinty.

“All organizations create myths
about themselves. ]ust as people
create g seif-concept.” said Mosel,
director of the graduate program
in industrial psvchology at George
Washington University. “In this
czse. it was the mvth of a
powerful nature-dominating, on-

ward and upward, right-stuff or-
ganxzaucn really cracking into the
future.

“Like show-business people,
they begin to beheve their own
pr ess reieases.” added Mosel.

“And then they cezse prepanng
s~¢ fine detzil work that mzde
<hem a success. and they blow it.”

‘The Challenger accident explod-
ed the NASA myth. The presiden-
tizl“commission has stamped the

{zmach decision as” “flawed,”™ im-

plying that the agency must bear
partof the bleme, end one member
has compared Its decisions to
leunch in the fece of known safery
problems to Russian roulette. -

This loss of fzce is pzainful, said
Dr. Paul Buchanzn, the director of
health services at Kennedy Space
Center. “It hurts like a Super
Bowl-winning team learning
thev're gbout to lose the first game
of the new sezson, and worse.”

An engineer 2t Kennedy put it
this way: “For years we had
{ndoctrinated ourseives and our
country to believe that we were
the best and the brightest. We
could do the impossible. And now
it's blown up in our faces.”

The sharp memos and gloomy
predictions 2re bursts of old
frustrations in the midst of a new
crisis, said Mosel.

“When & trauma like this oc-
curs, & lot of people use it to work
out their own particular griev-
ances,” said Mosel. “This is the
time to strike back; this is the time
to get even; this is the time to
resign and look like & hero. What
you are seeing here can happen in
any organization.”

For manyv at NASA. the space
program is much more than z job.
It's not uncommon to find middle-
aged engineers who have been
with NASA since they got out of
college. The a2gency has outlasted
many marriages. I coping re-
quires detachment, loyalty to
NASA makes it harder to cope.

“Their identity is being demoi-
ished,” said Richard Cook, a
former NASA budget analyst.
“They're fighting for their whole
careers. The whole meaning of life
is on the line.”

Cook's memos, written z vear

2go and leaked to the press in the
aftermsath of the explosion, gave
the first indication that NASA was
flying d:e-s’:‘:zas despite - poten-
tizlly sesious prdslems' wtth the
rocket booster eenls. .

Though *Toeok~denies jezking
anything, _he sz2id memos are
finding their wey to the press
becsuse NASA is just not set up to
bandle interzal dissezt.

“] .pever worked .in a more
uptight organization,” added
Cook. “The overwhe!ming empha-
sis is 02 public image, keeping the
smile or your fece, dooking gooc.
The space shuftle had lots of
problems, and people working on
it knew it. But what was present-
ed to Congress and to the public
was that it wes the most daring,
heroic enterprise ever thought of.”

William Rogers, chairman of the
presidential commission, said last
week that the panel views com-
munijcstions breakdowns within
NASA as & critical fault He szid
the commission likely will recom-
mend the creation of a safery
office to make certzin that prob-
lems zre widely known aad dezl®
with, not pos*poned

Kennedy's Buchanan said the
image of perfection that NASA
once exuded was *‘a perception the
nztion wanted” Mose] agrees:
“The public helps to create those
muyths. It enjoys those myths.”

Buchanan said the people he
talks to are angry that the image is
brokez, that what was once
perceived as reality is now de-
bunked. But he insists that the
new perception of a flawed and
frayed NASA is no more the
ultimzte reality than the previous
image of invincibility.

“lt’s like the silhouette of a
tree,” he szid. *'It gives an outline
without f{illing the details that
make one pine tree different from
zncther.”
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D . : Sy

:ig:,oggﬂggsa ) ' by George Alexander
FELLOWSHIPS It was Henry Hubbard, Newsweek ‘s Washington-based science and
AND AWARDS space reporter, who once taught me a valuable lesson. I happened
ARE LISTED to be with Henry one day when we bumped into a then high-rank-
ing official of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration

(NASA) and was quite impressed with the chummy familiarity he

exhibited toward my fellow reporter. Later, Henry explained why

he had politely ignored the official’s request to be addressed by his

first name: “There may come a day when I have to write a story

that’s critical ‘of him or the agency, and that’s a lot harder to do

£ g LR when it’s ‘good ol’ Bob” or ‘the gang over at L’Enfant Plaza’ (NA-

: &g E SA’s location at the time) you're writing about.”

: It's impossible to cover a beat or an agency like NASA without
'a 986 making contacts, acquaintances, or even friendships. Most journal-

ists keep these relationships in perspective, although those of us
covering the space program over the years can remember several
“space cadets”” who did everything but shake pom-poms and lead
cheers at different launches. The agency presented itself to the
world as a smooth-running organization that was making routine
what was, only a decade or so ago, spectacular. And as long as the
hits kept coming (24 successfu! shuttle flights, a half-dozen or so
superlative planetary probes), most journalists were content to re-
port the agency that way.

The tragic loss of the Challenger space shuttle and its crew of
seven last January 28, however, has raised many questions about -
the relationship between press and NASA. Had the press been too ~-
easy on the agency in the years before the disaster, a little too enthu-
siastic for the space. program in general, and the shuttle project in
particular? Had the agency been manipulative of journalists, for its
own political and budgetary goals? The answers are “yes,” but not a
simple yes. Life, reporting, and relationships are too complex for
that.

Some journalists (including myself, at times) have too readilv ac-
cepted the agency’s self-serving views of the space program as ulti-
mate frontier, human adventure on the grandest scale, undreamed-

- of opportunities just waiting to be realized. And if the space shuttle
= really was the “wonderful flying machine” that astronauts and pro-
gram officials repeatedly said it was, then each mission somehow
had to be presented as exciting and novel—even if the spacepiane

MAJOR CHANGE PROPOSED

N T ke s Nt et T
NONASYW TUNITITUTION
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Exhibit 5 (continued)

Georgé Alexander works
in broadcasting
on a freclance basis.

was only hauling another batch of commercial com-
munications satellites into space like so many UPS
parcels. To be fair, some missions really were excit-
ing—the resuscitation of the ailing Solar Max satellite
comes to mind—and warranted this kind of upbeat
coverage.

And yet no reporter who covered the space pro-
gram on a semiregular basis could be unaware that the
shuttle had a Iot of problems, from inadequate experi-
mental animal cages and balky human toilets to dan-
druffy exterior tiles and overly long turnaround cy-
cles. Everyone flicked at these problems in passing,
but only a few of us (like Mike Toner of the Atlanta
“Constitution, formerly of the Miami Herald, and a team
from the Orlando Sentinel) came at them consistently as
being symptomatic of some deeper flaw in the shuttle
itself. NASA officials dismissed these stories as nega-
tive carping and predicted that the spaceplane’s even-
tual performance would prove those reporters wrong.
Perhaps if someone had been able to dig out one or
more of those memoranda detailing engineers’ appre-
hensions about the reliability of the O-rings on the
shuttle’s solid rockets before January 28, 1986, the
Challenger and the other spaceplanes would have
been grounded and the problems corrected.

* ... no reporter who covered
the space program . . .
could be unaware that the
shuttle had a lot of problems . . .

The Challenger accident, without question, has se:
verely wounded both NASA and the press, and the
scars will be evident on both for a long time. Granted
there are two sides to every argument and granted
there were some questionable journalistic actions, but
I believe on balance the nation’s press did better by
the shuttie story than NASA—principallv_because
NASA did so little to keep the publicinformed.

TNt narponed o tne immediate aitermath of the

NASA After Challenger: Restoring an Image

ly, “froze.” The screens went blank and-then repeat-
edly flashed the letter “S” for “static,” mezaning that
no new data was being received or processed. The
symbol could as well have characterized NASA public
affairs’ handling of information from beginning to end
of the Challenger episode.

It wasn't as if the agency had been caught unpre-
pared. NASA does have a special information plan for
catastrophes like the Challenger. It was written partly
because it was prudent to have one and partly because
of two previous accidents—the Apollo 204 fire of Janu-
ary 1967 thatkilled three astronauts inside their space-
craft during a ground test and the Apollo 13 near-miss
of 1970 that imperiled a moon-bound crew when an
oxygen tank exploded halfway there. '

Those two incidents had underlined the impor-
tance, for NASA at least, of getting out in front of a
breaking story before rumor and speculation can be
ignited. Accordingly, the agency’s contingency plan
calls for, among other things, a clear statement about
the nature of any incident within 20 minutes of its oc-
currence. That didn’t happen on January 28—in fact it
was some five hours before NASA Associate Admin-
istrator Jess Moore appeared before the press at the
Kennedy Space Center to provide the first meager de-
tails about the acddent. More than a little lawyerly,
the agency later maintained that it met the 20-minute
requirement when it acknowledged the obvious: the
shuttle had been lost. )

According to one veteran NASA public affairs offi-
cer who worked both Apollo incidents, the contingen-
cy plan was pulled from the files (at least at Houston
and Cape Cznaveral) soon after the Challenger blew
up and was ready for use, but officials in the agency’s
chain of command couldn’t be bothered with it at the
time. Asked if this was due more to the opadty of
management or the timidity of public affairs, he
thought for a moment before answering: “I'd have to
say both.”

That certainly fits with my impression of things:
NASA managers pulled up the drawbridge within
minutes of the disaster, the agency’s press officers
rushed to join them inside and from the start it wasa

_ classic case of siege mentality. With very few excep-

tions, NASA spokesmen either said “'no comment’ to
almost every question or told us little of news value.
This sit-tight attitude may have been imposed by top
NASA management in the initial shock of the mo-
ment, as | was toid, butl saw scant evidence as time

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF SCIENCE WRITERS, INC.

P.O. Box 264, Greenlawn, N.Y. 11730 516-737-5664
Philip M. Boffey, President e
Barbara J. Culliton, Editor @
Howard . Lewis, Managing Editor t_H-

o
—

*Diane McGurgan; Administrctive Seorecary

Correspondence on editorial matters <rould he eddressed 1o
Barmara ] Culiton, € Sciemee, 1333 H Sorect, NW

. o : fe Wastuneter. D €. 203, ar Howard ' Lewis, 7350 Broadum

huttle's disintecration 1« that netheeg happened. At , z ) \ .

huttle's di mtegra 1('ﬂ 1< that W AR . Court, Bethesda, Md 20817, All articies and columnein the

the mement of the disaster,all the computer-driven new cictter moress the opiniens of the 2others ard 2apot

Sotse e elea gt R Ko 3 and Tohnann Qo ne s Segt the poasitiazs af thy ==ntunens ey represent
10

This document is authorized for use only by Lori Costello in 2020.



For the exclusive use of L. Costello, 2020.

NASA After Challenger: Restoring an Image

passed that public affairs personnel were doing much

-to overturn it. (To be fair, there were two specialists—
Charles Redmond and Jim Mizell—who did try to get
some information out to the press, but as soon as
NASA became aware of their work, both were reas-
signed to tasks that took them away from the Chal-
lenger investigation and the press.)

What a contrast with the way NASA handled the
Apollo accidents more than 15 years ago! Then, it was
clear to journalists that NASA public affairs people
like Julian Scheer and Jack King were making strenu-
ous efforts both to answer questions, as well as to get
program managers to meet with the press. It was by
no means clear during the Challenger episode that any
efforts were ever made to start information flowing, let

_ alone sustain a flow. From all appearances, NASA
public affairs officers acquiesced easily to top manage-
ment’s gag order and then rationalized their inactivity
by saying, ‘“That subject is being investigated and we
can’t talk about anything under investigation.”

... from the start,
it was a classic case

of siege mentality.

More than a few NASA personnel, engineers as
well as public affairs specialists, later seemed of-
fended when the press promptly began digging else-
where to find out what it couldn’t find out from the
agency. I'm still puzzled by this reaction. The engi-
neers, unfamiliar with the workings of the press,
might have had the misimpression that reporters
would simply wait for the agency to reveal everything
in due time, but the public affairs types certainly knew
better. They had to have recognized within 24 hours
after the accident that the story was quickly getting
away from their control and that stonewalling was the
wrong approach.

Why didn’t they make this clear to the managers?
NASA's official position is that it had to carry out an

inquiry for the presidential commission into the facts-

of the Challenger’s brief flight, and it was entirely up
to the commission what sheuld be done with those
- facts. The first part of this claim is obviously true, but
the second is at best only partially true. I know that at
least two presidential commissioners urged NASA to
hold periodic press briefings and explain some as-
pects of the tragedy, but the agency declined. (The
few briefings that NASA did put on were too little,
too late, and too limited.) I have a suspicion, and it’s
only that, that NASA was mortified by the piles of
dirty linen revealed by the accident and used the
Rogers commission investigation as an excuse to hide
out for 180 days.

t is widely believed, both by reporters and those
public affairs officers distressed by their agency’s han-
dling of the tragedy, that Acting NASA Administrator
William Graham and public affairs director Shirley

- - ' ' ) . .
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significant event. Perhaps that was because both had
been in their jobs only a few weeks before the tragedy,
or perhaps because both were stunned by the magni-
tude of the event. But absent strong direction from the
top, the middle and lower levels of the agency reacted
in a typically bureaucratic way: They took absolutely
no chances.

Reporters like William Broad of the New York Times
and Bruce Hall of CBS News, who spent several frus-
trating months at Cape Canaveral, say it was clear
who was managing the flow of information there—
not the public affairs officers but astronauts like Navy
Captain Bob Crippen and Air Force Colonel Bob Over-
meyer, who were directing salvage operations for the
agency. While individual astronauts and journalists
may get along fine, neither side really trusts the other
very much and so there’s a long history of cool rela-
tions between the two. Add to that situation the mili-
tary background of a large number of astronauts, with
an emphasis on dassified materials and “need to
know" criteria, and it's not surprising that officials
like Crippen and Overmeyer—when given theoppor-
tunity to control information— would place a very low
priority on public accountablity.

I think there are some parallels between the way
commercial nuclear power was covered in the 1950s-
early 1960s and now, and the way the space program
was covered pre-Challenger and will be covered post-
Challenger. After a number of accidents and goofs at
different nuclear power plants in the U.S. and else-
where, the press’s unquestioning attitude got to be
very, very questioning. The same transformation will
hzppen to the coverage of the space program. Bill Ko-
vach, Washington bureau chief of the New York Times,
feels there’s a new, more sophisticated approach be-
ing followed by beat reporters, one thatis ”. . . nei-
ther accepting handouts nor always looking for scan-
dal, but (instead is) intelligent, analytical reporting
that raises the right questions.” That approach, I'm”
sure, will be the hallmark of NASA coverage in the
future—and everyone, including “good ol’ Bob,” “the
gang over at 400 Maryland Avenue S. W.” (NASA’s
current Washington address), and reporters will be
the better forit.

The sudden dislocation of relations between
NASA and the news media created spedial prob-
lems for veteran reporters who had the best rela-
tions with top NASA sources: The top sources
weren't talking, but others were. According to
Washingtonizn magazine, it may have cost Tom
O’Toole his job at the Waskington Post: “The feel-
ing around the newsroom was that the New York
Times and the newsmagazines had out-reported.
the Post, primarily because the inside sources
that O'Toole had cultivated for years suddenly
dried up after the disaster.”

According to the magazine, O'Toole was of-
fered a transfer to the Metro secton, but
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THE WALL STREET JOURNAL FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 14, 1986

NASA, OnceaMaster of Publicity,
Fumblesin Handling Shuttle Crisis

By MatT MorreTT
And Latrie McGiniey

Sta/f Reporters of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL |

When the space shuttle Challenger burst !
into flames two weeks ago, even the :
weather report became a secret.

With investigzters from the National :
Aeronaudes and Space Administration ;

The explosion of the shutlle on live tele-
vision also put NASA on the defersive ‘rom
the-outset. “Everybody knew about the ac-
cident Jong before NASA had any chance
to analyze it; the networks were coming up
with potential causes an bour or two after
the event," says Irvin Lipp. a public rela-

ons manager with Du Pont Co., a2 major

zealously grarding a!l information, a Na- (chemical and oil producer.

tional Wezther Service official in Miami in- 7|
formed 2 reporter that he had been in- :
structed to refer questions to a nearby Air
Force base. By then NASA had irnpounded

all the weather data collected before, dur- }_

ing and afier the launch. .

“I've been 19 years in the U.S. Afr
Force, and I've never been through any-
thing like this,” szid a bewildered Lt. Col.
Edward Holemymski, hezd of the base's
wezther sguadron. : .

Neither had anyone at NASA. The
agency's muddled handling of the Chal-
leager expicsion has turned a major hu-
mzn and t2zhnological loss into 2 publie-
reladons fiasco that could damage the
agency's presdge and credibility . for
years. )

Early In the erisis, NASA antagonized
repcrters and politicians by drastically re-

tricting the flow of public statements and
documents. The gaffes have continued
through the accident investigation, in
which several NASA officials have some- -
times contradicted one another on safety
and operadng procedures. |

“1don't think that any of them have de-
liberately lied, but they haven't been as
czndid as they could have been,” asserts

2ep. Manuel Lujan Jr. of New Mexico, the
renking Republican member of the House
Science and Technology Committee.

NASA is trying to improve the situation. :
The zgency held 2 lengthy press confer- |
ence Wednesday featuring three top NASA
propulsion experts, and released a 300 .
pege book of intermal documents about
solid rocket boesters used on the shuttle. -
T Ddvid Garrett, NASA's chief of news -
and informaton, says: “We are doing our
best to help everybody, and considering
the siress we've been under, [ think the
szt has pzriormed admirably.”

Scme media-watchers note that the
shesr magnitude of the shuttle catastrophe
put the 2gency under the kind of merciless i
scrutiny that few crganizatiens czn with- |
siznd. The crisis dramatically heightened -
the “tznsicn berween trying to keep the |
press reiscnably satisfied, on one hand. !
and wanung to be sure that you're accu-

' Powell, who

i

. Still, the space agency's fumbling has*
been-all the more s:unning because of its
longtime reputation as one of the slickest
self-promoters in Washington. “It's amaz-
ing to me that they could have been so il
prepared for anything other than wonder-
ful things t0 happen to them,” says Wil-
liam Galvin, executive vice president and
manzging director of Carl Byoir & Associ-
ates, a Jarge New York public relations
firm.

In fact, NASA does have an emergency
public-affairs plan. But after years of pre-
occupation with promoting the shuttle pro-
grem and afier 24 suecesstul flights, the
agency was clezrly caught off guard.

The emergency plan emphasizes the im-
portance of issuing a public statement
within 20 minutes of an accident, noting

that “rumors and speculation creating fur .

ther problems will result if release is de-

P T'S AMAZING tome
that they could have

been so ill-prepared for

anything other than

wonderful things to
happen,’ says a public
relations consultant.

layed.” But by the time Jesse Moore,
NASA's shuttle chief, held the a2gency's
first news conference—nearly five hours

ter the explosion-swirling speculation
was already attributing the disaster to ev-
erything from foreign sabotage to a2 punc-
ture in the giant external fuel tank.

(NASA says that it fulfilled its disclo-
sure obligations by announcing at the dme
that the shuttle had blown up.)

The space agency's subsequent reluc-

tance to release engineering and gquality-
cenirol records prompted dozens of re
poniers to seek other sources, some of
whom leaked infermaton that was damag-
ing 0 NASA.

Acminisirative turmoil at the tep proba-
bly ccniributed to the agency's halting re-
spense. NASA hes been without a permae-
rent chief administraior since James
Begzs steppad down about six weeks 2go,

a%er his indictment on fraud charges re-
lzzed to his previous job at Genera) Dy-
tamics Corp. Wilklam Graham, the assis-
tant administrater pow acting zs NASY's
highest renking cfficial, had been on the
Job only a week when Challenger ex-
ploded.

The lezdership vacuum has ¢} early hin-
dered NASA employees, such 2s a veterzn
p:b}ioaf!airs stzffer who recently offered
an ironic reply to 2 reporter's request for
documents, “Based on NASA's past rec-
ord, I'd s2y yes," he said. “Based on wha
has happened around here in the past
week, I'd say proSzbly not.” As it turned
gu’.. the documents weren't available that

ay.

Although PresiZent Peagan zopoinied 2
distnguished investgziive comrmission as
lezst partly to bring some Juster to NASA'S
tenished image, the public testimony it
.has heard from scme agency officials mzy

hzve only contrituted 1o the prodlem.
Tuesdzy mamming, for exzmyple, Law-
rence Muloy, overseer ¢f the shumle's sus-
- pect bocster rockets, assured the commis-
- sicn that the main seals on the boosters
; hagn't suffered 2ny damzge since Jenuary
. 185, He. was promptly contradicted by the
‘2ext winess, Richard Cook, 2 NASA-
budget analyst, who insisted there had
been more-recent damage. In the afier-
x::)oni1 L;r. Mull;gonceded that some dam-
:2ge had occurred, but only withi
iy y within safery
! “I hope we don’t develop any fricti
y frictio
! bg:wﬁen the media, NASA and the c:om:z:.‘;3
's1on,” szid Willizm Rogers, the former
_Secretary of state who heads the panel,
*"We're all working toward the same end.”

, NASA_has been unusuzlly dependent on
‘the media ever since its birth in 1038;
From the outset, bowever," image-con-
scious officials ezrefully managed the fiow
of mfomﬁon to avoid risk 2nd to stime-
le‘.e pul;hc and political support. When
NASA initiated _audio broadeasts frem
manned space cipsules in the ezrly 1950s,
it Iaoped 2 60-second delzy in the tape so
that any catasTorhe wowld never e
broadeas: Live.

As successful space lzunches beczme
reodne during the shuttle Frogram, NASA
Cevised creative publicity campagns ‘o
Ikezp putlic interesy ziive. Schoclieacker
Christa MeAulfffe Rad besn selectad om
amorg seme 11407 applicants ccmpenne
for tre chznce 1o Ty in the fziamn Chas
lenger mussion 2nd to coniuct Nve lesscrs
for treadeast into tSousznds of ATencan
| Cizssroars. ‘
| Nisa yesierdzy czlled 3 news conler-
€022 0 arnounce that the teachorinerzae

falner
CTITrent =t e

joae) O lebebhbabit- S IR
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Barbara Morgzn of Idzho will be offered
the next chance to fly. After that an-
nouncement. she told reporiers that she is
‘willing to go.
NASA has also Jaunched aggressive and

‘expensive campzigns to woo politicians. A

1984 report by the General Accounting Of-
fice showed that during the first nine shut-

tle launches, the space 2gency paid $474.- -

160 to Jy 2.228 guests, most of them federal
officials and their families, to shuttle
latnches in Cape Canaveral, Fla. NASA
spert $304.601 more simply transporting its
guests around the Cape, the report said.

But the space agency's carefully nur-
tured imzge sufered a devastating blow
when Chzllenger exploded, and NASA's
handling of the crisis has done little to re-
pair the damage.

. In  fact, NASA's communicztions
‘blunders may have cost it the political sup-
port it will badly need 1o get future proj-
ects off the launching pad. “‘Beczuse of
NASA's mystque and glemour, the hard
questions haven't alwzys been asked™ by
-Congress. sz2ys Rep. Norman Mineta, a
Cezliforniz Demozret and a member of the
pece science arplicaricns subtommutize,

Adds Rep, George Evown, a Califernia
Democrat who sits on the space science
-subcomemities, the Challenger disaster has
‘made it plain that there are “'sloppy de-
signs, sloppy quality control and sloppy
meanufaciuring that we have to root out.”

This document is authorized for use only by Lori Costello in 2020.
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T

- By Neil Hickey

In the wake of the disaster, some
network news people admit to lazy,
sarcastic, flawed coverage

of the space program—

but they charge that the agency
blocked and misled them

o cover up mistakes

O~ Jan. 28, 1988, one year ago this
week, the-launcn of yet another space
shuttle was no longer major news, so
routine hac beccme the task. But 73
secc~cs aher Challenger climbed into
tme Fionca sky cver Cace Canaveral, it
expicdes. anc the seven Crew members
cieg—:ne worst accident in the almost

2
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30-year history of America’s space effort.

Sudcenly a decades-old, cozy and
familiat relationship betweer space re-
.porters ang space officials dissolved into
rancor, name-cailing and hostitity. The
eighth casualty of the explosior was.the
trust ang Qood will most joumnalists
habitually affordec an agency g
that had been largely ex-

<
empi—by reason of its S 3

spiendic performance in the
Mercury. Gemini and

Apoilc programs and tne &

pride Americans took in it—

from the same digging. skep-

ticis™ and investigative reper-

ing exoeaces on Congress, the
Penzpcn ard tne Wnite House Tha:
erd of gooc feenng enced iast Jan. 28
and journalists say there is no chance of
it returing soon.

" . . . NASA let us down greatly.” says
ABC corresponden: Lynn Srerr. “They
were 1ot fortncoming with tne facts atco?
the expicsion. They were not wholly her-
es: abou: the decision-making process {10
launch or not to launch] until it came out
in public testimony. They . .. botchec the
details about what happened to the crew "
NASA is now facing "a hostile Congress,
8 disiliusioned public and a mistrustiu!
press That is exactly as it should be.”

Doors at NASA that "had once been
wide open shut thunderously™ after the
disaster, says Tom Mintier, CNN's an-
chorman for shuttie launches. NASA
spokesmer “obviously had orders from
the top to stonewall.” “They droppec a
sieei curain of silence.” claims CNN vice-
presicent Ec Tumer. “They were aiwzays
accessibie when the questions were
pleasant and there was good news to re-
por.. But when the reporter on the NASA
bea: succenrty became like a police re-
porter, it got very tense.”

NASA hac its owr: list of grievances
about the media. Richard G. Smith, wno
was head of me Kennedy Space Center
in Fiorica at the time of the explosion,

argues tha! snide news stories about’

aboried launches hac created “S8 per
cert of the pressure” tc gc aheag with
the iti-fe:ec Chalienger flignt. “Every time
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comunued

the agency loses as much as $300,000
every time there's a postponement.” The
nex: cay, Jan. 8, he reported: “It's now 0
for § for the shuttle Coiumbia.” And on
Jan. 10: "By now the shuttle Columbia's
crew members are experts at getting in
and out of their spacecraft. They're 0 for
6." That same day, Dan Rather told his
aucience: "The launch has been post.
poned so often since its original cate, De-
cember 18, that it's now known as Mission
Impossible.” .

Most TV joumalists reject the notion that
such reporting—ireighted with sarcasm
though it might have been—pressured,
goaded and badgered NASA into a iaunch
on Jan. 28 tha! they might otherwise have

there pestponed. Says CBS's Eric Engberg: “If
was a | somebody is paying that much attention
delay, the to the press and what it says, he's not my

press would icea of the kind of person | want pushing

say. ‘Look, there's the button if I'm riding the spacecraft.” " -

another delay Dan Rather. however, responcs to the

ne-es 2 bunck of idia’s who canl even accusation this way: “I think it's fair to sav
ha=2:e 2 :aunch schesule’” Smith come that the reporiing of the failures of NASA
pla:ined. “"You think that doesn't have an may have coniriculed in scme way [to te
impact? i you think it doesn?, you're stu- Secisicn gc ‘aznen Cralienger or Jan. 281
pid." | can't ruie tha: out as a pess.uity.” St

Wha: Smith was reacting to (among oth- trat kind of s:eiuia:ion aveigs much larg-
er tnings) was Dan Rather's CBS Evening er issues, says Rather, such as the effec:s
News coverage of Challenger on the day on NASA's gecision-making process of
before the shuttle tragedy. “Yet another Bucget pressures” and “a highly politi-
costly. red-faces-all-around space-shuttle S:2€C 10D B-reaucracy” within me age-.
launch ce'ay.” Rather had told his audi- Cy: as well as an “absolutely unreaiisiic -
erce. "This time. a bad bolt on a hatch iaunc_h ;che;ute" that caliea for 15 shute
and a bad-weather bolt from the biue are tle missions in 1986. It NASA was paying
being blamed.” Rather then asked fe- so much atiention to TV and press stories

porter Bruce Hall for "the latest on today's ‘hat they'd risk people’s lives with a
high-tech low comedy.” launch they really didn't wan: to make.”

The N3C Nightly News was calling the says Rather. “then they were damned sure-
bo't proc-em ar “exasperating mishap” paying 100 much attention to what was on
ang “stitl anotner delay in efforts to put TV and in the newspapers. But | don't
the first schoolteacher [astronaut Christa happen to think that was the case.
McAuliffel into space.” The ABC World
News Tonight program was reporting:
“Once again a flawless litioff proved to
be too much of a challenge for Chatleng-
er This time, the delay was biamed on
bac weather and a stubbom door han-
dle.” Tom Brokaw, reporting earlier in
January about getays in the launch of the
shutte Columbia, let it be known that
“these Oe.2ys are becoming expensive.
... A NASA officia! said today that — 4

3

NASA officials have, in fact, distanced
themselves from the accusation that the
media badgered them into taunching the
Chalienger against their beter judgment
(Ricnard G. Smith is no longer with the
age-cy). Nonetneiess, Shiriey Grean, wha
_gdirects NASA's public reiaticas, confess-
es that “it really did rarkle pecple in NASA
a lot that we were ridiculed every time we

15
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scrubbed a launch.” She insists, though,
that the badgering was never a factor in
thetr decisions 1o proceed or 0 postpone.
“We were ridicuied if we didn't launch,”
she complains, "and the minute we
launched and had a failure, the media's
atiitude was, ‘My God, why weren't you
more careful about safety?” The agency
“scrubbed-when we thought it wasn't safe
tc ge.” says Green, “ang we went when
we thought it was safe to go.”

In retrospect, the warld knows that on Jan.
28, 1286, it was not “safe to go.” Officials
within NASA were toid it was not safe to
gc. Engineers at Morton Thiokol, which
designed the spacecraft's solid-fuel rock-
er boosters (SRB), not only knew it was
not safe to go. but strongly urged NASA
to scrub the flight on grounds that ex-
pected cold weather at launch time might
cause seals in the SRB—called O—ings—
to maifunction, ailowing gases tc bum
through the bocster and thus explode the
vehicle. TV and print reporters did not
know of the imminent danger because they
nag faiied to do the basic digging and
investigarive work that wouid have brought
tc lignt NASA's and Morton Thiokol's years-
oi/d cencem about the O-rings’ reliability.

it NASA botched the launch 2 s
public-relations aftermath, TV journalists
and their print coileagues botchec the
ccverage of NASA in the years, months
anc cays before Challenger expicded—
partly, it is clear, out of intellectual lazi-
ness bred of too heavy and unquestioning
reliance on the space agency's bland and
utterly unwarranted assurances that all was
well. On Feb. 17, nearly three weeks after
the disaster, Eric Engberg, reporting for a
team of CBS journalists, broke the story
that “on the night before the fiight, ‘strong
anc unanimous’ opposition to a launch
was registered by engineers for Morton
Thiokol.” That report proved to be true—
even though tragically late—and in the
ensuing days several scientists, includ-

ing Ahlar McDonatd, Thiokot's chief en-

gineer at the Kennedy Space Center, con-
tessed tney had tried Cesperately t¢ stop
the launch because of iow temperatures
at the launch pad. {Top continued on page 8
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conhrued from page 4
| executives at Morion Thicko! reiuctantly
i approved the launch, over their engi-
neers’ objections.) Moreovar, as a mass
of testimony and documents began tiow-
ing toward the Presidential commission
that had been established o investigate
the accident (callec the Regers Commis-
sion after its chairmian, fermer Secretary
of State William Rogers), it was quickly
apparent—ior the first tirme 0 ihe press
and the public—that the O-rings had been
cause for serious concem for years to
NASA and Morton Thiokol: that partial
malfunctioning of the O-rings had oc-
‘curred on several earlier flights; and that
the seriousness of the situation was well-
known throughout the NASA bureaucracy.
{The O-ring assembly had proven itseif

never tefore launcnec at temperatures
betow 51 degrees, on Jan. 28, the C-ring
temperature was 28 degrees.)

To this day. no fully coherent explanation
has emergen as 10 why NASA sroceesed
with the launch. Simnarly, it is aimost in-
comprehensible that the press did not
know about—or fully understand the grav-
ity of—the O-ring controversy that raged
within NASA. But it did not. Television's
anchormen and reporters were content
with the trivial task of counting launch de-
lays in terms tinged with sarcasm. They
should have been crying out an ear-shat-
tering waming to the world that Challeng-
er was not safe enough to fly. Seven lives
might have been spared.

To the mystification and wrath of news
people at the Kennedy Space Center,
NASA—the U.S. agency most renowned
for its public-reiations skills—drew a veil
of siience Setween sz ang ‘he mecia
immediately a'ter the explosion. Part of
the reason, obviously, was its immobiliz-
ing shock at the 1oss of seven colleagues
and a mghtmare vision of the shuttle pro-
gram in shambles. But the main reason,
it's now clear. was that NASA officials
suspected their own tragic miscalculation
with the O-rings, knew that the news of it
would soon leak out and were mounting
a holding action to delay the inevitable

! ancd devasialing recriminations.

8

tess res:lient in coic wezasner. NASA had .

That decision was a “disaster” for the
space agency’s image, says C25's Bruce
Hall, but “in the long run a bcon to the
public” because it "loosed hordes of re-
porters to go over every aspect of the
shuttle program and the more they cug,
the more they found—document a%er
document outlining mechanical prob-
lems, poor judgments, safety shortcuts.
We found an immense number of memas
and intemal documents that had never
been released before and the end result
is that the image of NASA has suffered
greatly.” NASA knew “a ot of things that
we did not know" about the history of O-
ring unreliability, Hall says, "ang they knew
that most of it, if not alf of it, was going to
prove to be eventually embz-rassing to
them.” The NASA publicrelara~¢ posture
harcened from “we c2nt kisw” sncnly
aher tne expicsion to no cormment” izer
in the investigation, says ~all. Even
sources he'd been using for years save
him “a very biunt, very straignt ‘'no com-
ment™ 10 simgie queries. Tha: Zscisis= to
torecicse coliccuy witn the zress “came
from nigh up in NASA or & sner leveis
than that, even. it was nct a decision
reached at the Johnson Space Center in
Housion or the Kennedy Space Center in
Fiorida. It was a Washington cecision and
it came down quickly.”

Other TV news people confirm the spirit
of Hall's remarks. CNN executive Charles
Hoff thinks NASA simply behaved the way
many other corporations in crisis have be-
haved: “They withhold information be-
cause they're afraid of the results. | can
understand the kinds of pressures and
fears NASA was under. They dign't know
what would happen to the pregram, hence
io their icbs and their way </ life.” They
should have been preparec fzr a disaster
of that magnitude, “but they were not.”

NASA recalls those days ratner diderent-
ly. in the first eight days aker the acci-
dent, the agency points out, it heid six
press briefings, released the ceiebrated
photo showing plurnes of fire emitting from
the SRB and delivered NASA's acting ad-
ministrator, William Graham, to all three
Sunday morning network interview —

TV GUIDE JANUARY 24 1987
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continued .
programs: "We were not stonewailing at | scrap of pertinent irformaticn cn the peint
all.” says NASA's Green. “There were lots | in question. “For an anchor to say [in such
of days that we didn't know anything. When | circumstances] NASA 'won't comment’,”
we knew something, we tried to getitout.” | says Green, “was irresponsibility that still
Among the constraints on NASA, says | leaves me almost speechiess.”
Green, was the need to first inform the For months after the explosion, Coast
Rogers Commission and the Congress. | Guard and Navy saivage vesseis searched
and to make sure that the families of the | for debris in a S500-square-mile area of the
cead astronauts-were notified about sig-.| Atlantic Ocean off the Florida coast while
nificant information before releasing it. hundreds of journalists pleaded, often ‘o

NASA perceives a major dilemmainthe | no avail, for news about the search op-
gress’s clamorous insistence on getting | eration. The ‘competition among the le-
all information at the earliest moment— |
including prelimirary. unassimilated and | : .
potemialgLy erroneourz information—atrer | Suddenly, Tv_]cumahs‘-s
than waiting until all the facts are nailed | were faced with the biggest
down. Its a rCat'ch-ZZ.. r;tASAtinsistts: It thfty domestic news event in years
release preliminary information to report- :
e's and it turms gut fater o have been and wgre not prepared for it.
wrong, wiil the press accuse them of hav-
ing lied? Or if they wait to confirm a fact | gions of reporters was imense, anc. ‘of
or suspicion, will the press accuse them | teievision, with its need for pictures,
of stonewalling? NASA's recaicitrance was particularly

On the other hang, describing a launch | troublesome. Even in the face of viceo-
cs'ay as “high-tecn, low-comedy,” as Dan | and audio-laped evidence of wnat the re-
Hather cic the night before the exgicsicn, | covery ships were finding, says Eruce Hall,
is "tctally imesponsible,” says Green. (Dr. | NASA reguiarly would tender a “no com-
James C. Fletcher, the current NASA ad- | ment” or a simple denial of what was being
ministrator, declined requests to be inter- | dredged up from the bottom.
viewed for this article.) Such things One reason for TV news's fervor during
wouicdn't happen, she is sure, if the work- | the search, some NASA officials believe,
ing reporter on the beat had more to say | was the medium's retrospective regret that
about what comes out of anchormen's | it had largely come to ignore shuttie
mouths. "1 don't think Bruce Hall [CBS's | launches, believing them to be as routine
man on the scene] thought it was ‘high- | as airliner takeoffs. Now, suddenly, TV
tach, low comedy’” But after the news | journalists were faced with the biggest
gets sifted through producers and news | domestic news event in years and were
writers in New York, and perhaps the an- | not prepared for iL. Their response was to
chorman's own typewriter, errors of fact in | commit massive resources to the story,
interpretation often creep in, she be- | which made them avid to amortize their
lieves. As a result, “Some of the most | huge investment with daily reports frcm
shocking statements came out of network | the recovery scene, even when there was
news. lime and again, tha: to me were like | no news. That “fierce competition and the
bolts from the blue. It was as if they were | need to produce,” Shirley Green says,
reporting on something that hadn't hap- | “caused an awful lot of erroneous and
pened in the briefing | anended.” speculative {reports] that the press was

. very wrong on.” She confesses that “there
Green “nearly went through the ceiling” | was aliso a lot of really gcod reporting on
on several occasions when ane network— | this story. Unfortunately, some of the er-
in"reporiing on NASA's investigation into | roneous stories cast a pall.”
the accident—used expressions such as CBS, for example, reported late in Feb-
“NASA refuses to comment” when in fact | ruary that the crew compartment had been
(Green fe't) the agency had previded every | found when, in fact, salvagers dicn't io-
10
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Exhibit 7 (continued)

ca‘e it uniil March 7. "There were excess--

es” in televis:on's handling of the story,
ABC's Lynn Sherr admits, growing at least
partly ou: of the networks’ desire “to get
ratings’ from the public's newly re-
chargecd interest in the shuttie -program.
Thus. in what appears to her to have been
an effort to “make up for past omissions”
anc negect by some TV joumalists in
covering the space agency, “lt sudcenly
became fashionable 10 hit NASA whatever
the charge, ang reporn the charge what-
ever the source. Some organizations
snameiessiy. brezthiessly, reponed every
rumc: as fact a~c cHered no discrimina-
tion be~wee-~ wna! was significant ang
what was not.” Wrile affirming her g:smay
over NASA's dreary performance, Sherr s
“disappe niec about what | found out about
my own business.”

B. the competitive frenzy, in any case
came trzgicaily late. Tne Rogers Com-
mission began its hearing on Feb. € and
released its report on June 9, and
througnout ihat period it became alarm-
ingly clear—in testimony, unearthed doc-
uments and leaks to the press—that ap-
prehension within NASA over the faulty
performance of O-rings on. earlier shuttle
flights was so pervasive that the agency's
decision to launch on Jan. 28 had indeed
defied all logic. TV joumnalists (alongwith
their print brethren) had missed that story
colc. it was a story that cried out for ex-
posé, for angry. illuminating, hour-long
documenteries at any time in the severai
years preceding the catastrophe; docu-
mentaries—in the tradition of “Harvest of
Shame” and “The Selling of the Penta-
gon —of the sort television created in the
days when it took its public-service obl-
gations seriously; when it was leading the
public's inmerest, not following it.

Many television journalists concur that
better reporting might have spared Chal-
lenger "We didn't ask more of the tough
questions.” muses CNN's Ed Tumer. be-
cauyse the shuttie program seemed to be
wcrking reasonably well. Alarm bells
shou:d have gone off many times in the
years preced:ng the accident, he says
“Wa:cming the hearings, their cumulative
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effect was: ‘Why didn't we ask those ques-
tions before?' it's not a happy or proud
period for anybody.”

CBS's Dan Rather admits, "Yes, we
should have dug harder and deeper into
things,” and it's “a fair criticism” that they

- didn’t. But NASA “makes it difficult to do
that; they don't want you to know of the
troubie they're having with O-rings.” Bas-
ic "police reporting.” says Eric Engberg,
“is what was missing all along.” Says
Lynn Sherr: "We dicn't do enough. We
were ali kicking ourselves for not asking
more questions. If more reporting would
have spared Challenger and its crew,
ther we snouic have cone it.” Says N3C
News vice-presiden: Jjoseph Angofti: “it
dig not occur to us at the time to raise
serious questions about whether the in-
tense launch schecule was resuiting in
szfery cutbacks. Jn revrospecst. | wish we

NASA's determination to hew to its {sev-
eral-times delayed) launch schedule for
Jan. 28 may have derived. at least in part,
from the coincidence that President Rea-
gan's Staate of the Union message was
scheduted to be televised, live, to the Na-
tion that night. Like other Federal agen-
cies. NASA had dratied and submitted to
the President's speechwriters a few par-
agraphs they hopec might be included in
the address. Chalienger’s destruction ob-
viated that moment ot glory for NASA; and
the State of the Union message was post-
poned out of respect for the dead and the
grief of the living.

Lessons, clearly, have been learned in
the last 12 months. Television news peo-
ple will cast their coldest and most skepti-
cai eye on the U.S. space program, and
that aione may help prevent so monumen-
tal a calamity from ever happening again.
And NASA, it is ferventiy hoped, will more
scrupuiously observe the mandate of its
own charter—unique among Govermnment
agencies—requiring it to “provide for the
wiges:.practicable and appropriate dis-
semunation ¢f information conceming its
acuvities and the results thereol.”
Challenger may not have been lost in.

NASA After Challenger: Restoring an Image
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