
 

 
 

 

  
     

    
   

     
 

    

  

  
      

 
  

 
  

   
     

  
    

 
    

  
 
 
  
 

  

   
  

  
  

 
 

 

      
 

  
   

                                                        

     

For the exclusive use of L. Costello, 2020. 
Harvard Business School 9-591-009 

August 30, 1990 

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.1  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." 

* * *  * * 

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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