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OVERVIEW 

As healthcare communicators, we are often faced with the 

challenge of how to elevate public consciousness around 

important health concerns. Celebrity partnerships are 

sometimes used to address this challenge since they can 

draw increased attention to programs and messages – but 

this is not without risk.  

The recent launch of the Diabetes in a New Light program, 

sponsored by Novo Nordisk and featuring celebrity chef 

Paula Deen, offers insights into the potential pitfalls of such 

an approach in today’s communications environment.  

Despite her unhealthy cooking style, Deen was a beloved 

Food Network star with a large fan base and only a few, 

notable dissenters. What follows is an outside-in look at how 

this partnership invaded the public consciousness by 

becoming front page news and generating widespread 

criticism of a popular celebrity, an international brand, and 

the industry as a whole.
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ABOUT THIS ANALYSIS 

To understand the trajectory and impact of the campaign, 

Hill+Knowlton Strategies audited and analyzed traditional 

media coverage and online conversation, including: 

 Over 100 top-tier print, online and television news 

stories from January 13th-25th, and  

 Some 74,000 social media postings and online 

conversations from January 16th-25th.  

CAMPAIGN OVERVIEW  

Diabetes in a New Light is an integrated, branded, direct-to-

consumer campaign in support of Victoza® (liraglutide), a 

new non-insulin type 2 diabetes drug. Along with Deen, her 

sons Bobby and Jamie also served as campaign spokespeople. 

The key elements of the program (adjacent) included a 

national media reveal on the Today Show and in USA Today, a 

branded website with opt-in for email information, future in-

market events featuring Bobby and Jamie, and planned 

direct-to-consumer advertising. 

 
KEY CAMPAIGN COMPONENTS 
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A PERSPECTIVE IN TIME 

Diabetes rumors begin to circulate in May 2011, aided by a story in the National Inquirer. Famous for her fattening yet delicious 

Southern cooking, the article heralds Deen as “a poster child for what could happen if you follow in her footsteps.” 

In early January 2012, the rumors 

take shape when The Daily reports a 

deal between Deen and a diabetes 

drug maker, but the story 

inaccurately reports the company as 

Novartis.  

On January 17th, Deen confirms her 

diabetes diagnosis and announces 

the Novo Nordisk partnership. In 

less than 24 hours, public backlash 

results in Deen announcing she will 

donate a portion of her fees to the 

American Diabetes Association.  

On January 24th, Deen’s long-time 

publicist quits over a disagreement 

regarding the sponsorship decision.  
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52% 48% 

COVERAGE TONE 

Negative Neutral

CONTROVERSY OVERWHELMS COVERAGE 

Although the campaign generated impressive top-tier 

coverage – 1,641 stories reaching an audience of nearly 409 

million – an analysis of message delivery, key words, and tone 

during and following the announcement tells a more nuanced 

story:   

 Messages – details of the condition and treatment are 

featured in less than half of coverage. 

Overwhelmingly, stories focused on the partnership 

with Novo Nordisk. 

 Key Words – company and Victoza mentions were 

trumped by words like butter, fat and sugar – all 

referring to Deen’s famous cooking style.  

 Tone – largely neutral and negative; there were no 

stories identified as being positive about either the 

announcement or campaign.  

 

MESSAGE PENETRATION 

KEY TERMS AND FREQUENCY   
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SOCIAL COMMUNICATION CHANNELS FUEL 

FIRESTORM 

There was a high volume of social media activity during and 

after the announcement – 74,000 posts over nine days – with 

an overwhelmingly critical and satirical tone. An analysis of 

the conversation found:  

 Paula Deen and diabetes were the key words 

associated with all social media posts. The brand and 

company name did not rise to the top. 

 Conversation topics focused primarily on Deen as a 

spokesperson for a diabetes drug. While Novo Nordisk 

is often mentioned, the actual program name and the 

purpose of the program are overshadowed. 

 Twitter was the predominant platform that drove 

conversation, where humor and re-reporting of 

traditional news dominated.  

 

 

12% 

11% 

6% 

11% 
60% 

CHANNELS 

Comments 

Twitter 

Facebook 

Forums 

Other 

8% 
5% 

16% 

5% 

37% 

4% 

25% 

KEY TOPICS 

Spokesperson 

Debacle 

Diabetes Drug 

Pharma Company 

“Diabetes In a New 
Light” 

Novo Nordisk 

Victoza 
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COVERAGE TRACKS WITH MEDIA MILESTONES 

The peaks and valleys of conversation directly correlate with the campaign announcement and fallout, demonstrating just how 

quickly controversy can take hold in social media. The conversation peaked on January 17th following Deen’s “Today Show” 

appearance. As social media conversation slowed, it continued to focus on Deen’s endorsement deal with Novo Nordisk and her 

role as a spokesperson for a “diabetes drug.” On January 24th, news broke that Deen’s long-time publicist resigned due to a 

disagreement with the chef over her endorsement deal, leading to a slight uptick in online conversation.



 

8 
 

A TWO-FACEBOOK REALITY 

Novo Nordisk’s corporate Facebook page garnered significant 

criticism and backlash over their partnership with Deen. 

Despite the criticism, the company did not limit comments or  

interactions with users, rather keeping the conversation open 

and encouraging the public to email their complaints directly.   

 

 

On Deen’s personal page, fans voiced their support for the 

chef and her cooking, encouraging her to ignore the 

naysayers and offered friendly advice.
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A PERFECT STORM 

The controversy sparked by the announcement was the result of two converging sets of factors: environmental and situational. 

 

Environmental 
Factors 

Situational 
Dynamics 

 Obesity epidemic that is widely 

publicized, analyzed, and even mocked. 

 Link between type 2 diabetes and 

obesity, which also includes issues of 

blame and criticism – a pervasive 

feeling that individuals are “doing it to 

themselves.” 

 Potential cynicism surrounding 

celebrity endorsement of a 

pharmaceutical product.  

 Deen’s cooking style can contribute to 

the development of diabetes. 

 Disclosure three years following her 

diagnosis gave the appearance of 

financial motives. 

 Spokesperson actions and messages did 

not demonstrate proper diabetes 

management, including no real plans to 

change lifestyle and a program that 

many felt lacked “substance.” 



 

10 
 

Significant coverage of Novo 
Nordisk and Victoza 

Valuable national dialogue on 
type 2 diabetes with 
company/brand significantly 
integrated into the conversation 

Increased customer and patient 
engagement on Novo Nordisk 
social media properties  

Garnered criticism from many 
patients/potential customers  

Brand and program frequently 
overshadowed by controversy   

Coverage focused on lifestyle 
habits connected to diabetes 
and less on solutions, like 
treatment 

Issue ‘bled’ from brand to 
corporate reputation 

WERE THE REWARDS WORTH THE RISK? 

While there was an obvious downside to this announcement, widespread recognition and awareness for the brand was generated – 

with much appearing in top-tier outlets. It is difficult to determine if the publicity generated by the controversy will ultimately be a 

net “win” for the brand, or just how much the corporate reputation of the company may be impacted in the long-term. 
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WHAT CAN INDUSTRY LEARN? 

Before pursuing a celebrity endorsement, there are several 

points to consider:  

Alignment is critical – the celebrity, their personal brand, and 

the goals of the campaign sponsor should all complement 

each other and demonstrate alignment in values and brand 

essence. 

Messaging must deliver – spokespersons must exude 

authentic passion and commitment to a greater cause and if 

necessary, frankly acknowledge past actions and convey 

commitment to behavior change. Preparing the spokesperson 

to answer the ‘tough’ questions is essential. 

Know your disease/audience – the bar to entry with perceived 

‘lifestyle’ diseases is high – campaigns in these areas are 

easier targets for scrutiny and must deliver a true “value add” 

to patients and the public at large. 
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