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The departure of a leader, particularly one overseeing an agency as critical as the U.S. Food and Drug 

Administration, typically involves a carefully orchestrated transition. Such changes carry significant weight, 

impacting morale, ongoing initiatives, and public perception. The manner of communication surrounding these 

events often reflects the internal health of the organisation.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: The FDA commissioner's departure was communicated via an agency-wide email, not a direct 

address to staff.

º The Data: The email was sent at 1: 30 p.m. on a Friday, catching many employees off guard.

º The Action: This incident highlights the need for clear, direct, and timely internal communication during 

leadership transitions in critical public health bodies.

Leadership transitions at federal agencies are rarely seamless, but the manner in which FDA employees learned 

of their commissioner's departure underscored a notable communication gap. Staff received an agency-wide email 

announcing the change, a method that left many feeling blindsided and undervalued. This approach contrasted sharply 

with expectations for a more personal or direct address, especially given the commissioner's central role in public health 

initiatives.

The email, distributed at 1:30 p.m. on a Friday, informed employees that the commissioner had resigned, effective 

immediately. This timing, often associated with news dumps, further exacerbated feelings of surprise and disquiet among 

the workforce. The message offered no preceding internal announcement or opportunity for staff to engage with the 

outgoing leader, a standard practice in many large organisations to ensure a smooth handover and maintain morale.

The Internal Fallout
The immediate aftermath saw a ripple of confusion and frustration across various FDA centres and offices. Employees, 

many of whom had dedicated years to the agency's mission, expressed disappointment at the impersonal nature of the 

announcement. Several senior scientists and regulatory reviewers noted that such a critical piece of information, affecting 

the entire agency's direction and stability, warranted more than a generic email. The lack of a direct statement from 

the commissioner or a town hall meeting left a void, prompting speculation and internal chatter that could have been 

mitigated with a more transparent approach.

This communication misstep extended beyond mere optics. The FDA is a complex organisation, with thousands of 

employees working on diverse and often high-stakes projects, from drug approvals to food safety regulations. A sudden, 
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impersonal announcement of leadership change can disrupt ongoing work, create uncertainty about future priorities, and 

impact the agency's ability to attract and retain top talent. The commissioner's role involves navigating intricate political 

landscapes and scientific challenges, making their presence and communication style integral to the agency's operational 

rhythm.

The agency's structure, comprising centres like the Center for Drug Evaluation and Research (CDER), the Center for 

Biologics Evaluation and Research (CBER), and the Center for Devices and Radiological Health (CDRH), relies heavily 

on consistent leadership messaging. Each centre has its own specific mandates and challenges, but all operate under the 

overarching direction of the commissioner. When that direction changes abruptly and without direct engagement, it can 

lead to internal fragmentation and a perceived lack of cohesion. The Friday afternoon email did little to foster a sense of 

continuity or stability.

But, the incident also highlighted the broader challenges of internal communications within large governmental bodies. 

Bureaucratic structures can often impede swift and personal communication, favouring formal, written directives. 

However, in an era where transparency and employee engagement are increasingly valued, relying solely on email for 

such significant news falls short. The human element of leadership transitions, including acknowledging contributions 

and setting a forward-looking tone, was conspicuously absent.

The lack of a direct address from the outgoing commissioner meant that employees were left to interpret the implications 

of the departure without immediate context. This absence of direct communication can foster an environment where 

rumours thrive, potentially undermining confidence in the agency's leadership and its ability to manage change 

effectively. For an organisation whose credibility is paramount to public trust, internal stability and clear messaging 

are not merely administrative details; they are foundational to its mission.

The episode serves as a reminder that even in highly formal environments, the method of communication can be as 

impactful as the message itself. While the FDA continued its vital work, the manner of this particular leadership transition 

left a lingering impression on its dedicated workforce. The agency's ability to navigate future leadership changes 

will undoubtedly be scrutinised through the lens of this experience, with an emphasis on more direct and empathetic 

engagement with its employees.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

The manner of the FDA commissioner's departure, communicated via a Friday afternoon email, underscores 

a critical lesson in organisational leadership: internal communication is not merely an administrative task. For 

an agency whose decisions directly impact patient care and public health, maintaining staff morale and clarity 

during transitions is paramount. Clinicians rely on a stable, credible FDA; internal disarray, even perceived, 

can erode that confidence.

This incident reflects a broader challenge within large, complex institutions. The impulse to manage sensitive 

news through formal, impersonal channels often backfires, creating more questions than it answers. Leaders, 

particularly in public health, must recognise that their departure, however necessary, affects thousands of 

dedicated professionals who carry out the agency's mission daily. A direct address, even a brief one, can 

mitigate uncertainty and foster a sense of respect.

The implications extend to how the agency is perceived externally. If internal communication falters during 

a leadership change, it raises questions about the agency's overall operational efficiency and transparency. 
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For pharmaceutical companies, medical device manufacturers, and, crucially, the general public, a stable 

and well-communicated leadership structure at the FDA is non-negotiable. This episode, while not directly 

impacting drug approvals, highlights a vulnerability in the agency's internal fabric.

Moving forward, the FDA and similar regulatory bodies must prioritise direct, empathetic communication during 

leadership transitions. Relying on an email for such significant news is a missed opportunity to reinforce trust 

and continuity. The next commissioner, whenever appointed, will inherit an agency that has experienced this 

particular communication misstep, and will likely need to address its lingering effects on internal cohesion.
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