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A Note to the Reader

It’s not unusual, when a client calls, for him or her to ask whether the conversation will be confidential. My response is always the same: “Of course, confidentiality is critical in the business we’re in. You couldn’t kiss and tell and stay in this business.”

How then, one might ask, can I maintain confidentiality and write a book about the cases with which we have been involved? This is the same question I addressed in my first book, Spin. Much of what we do is public. In those instances where we discuss things that are not, we have masked the identity of the clients or had them review and approve what we have written.

Michael S. Sitrick




Foreword

Meeting Mike

Dennis Kneale

February 2016

On a startlingly bright Saturday morning, after a lovely, sunlit drive north out of Los Angeles and into the Pacific Palisades of southern California, past a guarded gate and a carefully plotted patchwork of large homes nestled among the craggy cliffs and canyons of the Santa Monica Mountains, I arrive at the House that Mike Built.

Out front, a large glass sculpture obscures the view of the front door, almost as if guarding it. Inside, the place overflows with paintings and sculptures: originals by Peter Max, LeRoy Neiman, and Mark Kostabi and limited-edition prints by Picasso, Warhol, Chagall, Miró, and Norman Rockwell. Out back a dark infinity pool seems to spill endlessly past a serene pond, which gives way to a stunning vista of lush mountainside plunging down to the Pacific Ocean.

This is the home of Michael S. Sitrick of Sitrick And Company, which does a thriving business in the art of strategic communications, practicing PR as persuasion. He is the “Ninja Master of the Dark Art of Spin” (Gawker), “The Flack for When You’re Under Attack” (Forbes), and the “prince of PR” and the “Wizard of Spin” (fifteen years apart, in the Los Angeles Times). Most fitting of all, perhaps, he has been called the “Winston Wolfe of Public Relations” (Fortune), referring to the “fixer” played by Harvey Keitel in Pulp Fiction. Though his firm provides communications services in a wide range of cases—launching companies, bankruptcy reorganizations, corporate governance, hostile takeovers, regulatory fights, government investigations, reputation management, lawsuits, and high-profile divorces—Mike Sitrick is known best for crisis advice, and he is legendary as the best in the business.

He has spent nearly three decades building Sitrick And Company (spelled with that upper-case A), which has evolved and thrived with the explosion of the Internet, TMZ, 24/7 celebrity journalism, and the rise of social media. In Mike Sitrick’s view, most companies in crisis deserve a fair trial in the court of public opinion, a shot at redemption, and a chance to make things right, though he has turned some clients down. He has been a spectral presence in some of the highest-profile stories and hottest controversies to ignite the media:

          •   The scandal at Hewlett-Packard after its chairman was accused of spying on board members and reporters

          •   The feud between Disney’s then-CEO, Michael Eisner, and Roy Disney, board member and nephew of Walt Disney himself, culminating in Eisner’s stepping down as chairman and the early retirement of one of the most powerful CEOs in Hollywood a year later

          •   The tumult at BlackBerry

          •   Scandal in the Catholic Church

          •   The mosque at Ground Zero

          •   The restoration of the estate of Michael Jackson after his drug-overdose death

          •   The exposure of the doping of Olympic athletes by the Russian government

The clients involved in these stories have authorized Mike Sitrick to talk about their cases or the facts have previously been made public. He can’t—and won’t—discuss cases that are pending or in which the details or his involvement have not become public.

The tougher the case, the more impossible the situation, the more likely Mike Sitrick is to take it on and try to pull off a miracle. Some people who know him attribute this to an urge to stick up for people who get picked on—a soft spot he developed as a Jewish kid protecting his younger brother on the multiethnic streets of the South Side of Chicago in the 1950s and ’60s.

I’m honored to help Sitrick share the secrets of his craft in a book that is equal parts how-to and tell-all—or tell-almost-all; this guy knows secrets he never will tell. We have known each other for more than fifteen years, having met when I was the managing editor of Forbes in New York and he visited me with a client’s story to sell.

Sitrick published an earlier book on his approach in 1998—eons ago in Internet time. He signed the copy he sent to me after we first met, way back then. I still have it and brought it with me on this visit to his home. On the first page, he wrote: “Dennis, enjoyed our lunch. Hopefully, a couple of cases we work on together will be in my next book. Mike, 5/17/99.” Which was kind of prophetic, it turns out.

Sitrick’s new effort is all the more important in this age of the Net and social media, when any misstep can blow up into a worldwide embarrassment on Facebook, when the Outrage Brigade on Twitter, armed with virtual torches and pitchforks, can destroy the career of any CEO, company, or celebrity.

I show up at Sitrick’s home at 9:30 a.m. expecting four hours of first-round interviewing. He ushers me in the front door, mutes the smartphone that is grafted to his ear, and says he has an emergency conference call coming up. He is almost six feet tall and trim, his lack of a potbelly impressive given my struggle with my own. His face bears stubble from a working vacation at his house in Hawaii, and the new goatee gives him a devilish glint.

I follow him into his home office, where paintings waiting to be hung rest on the floor and a cup of coffee waits, getting cold. Sitrick turns away from me and sits down to hover over a screen and keyboard, editing a statement drafted by the emergency client’s general counsel and waiting for the call to commence.

Sitrick had agreed to set aside this time for me to help him map out some Big Thoughts for the book, but he is preparing to brief a star New York Times reporter and has no time to talk. An entertainment executive has launched a holy war on Sitrick’s wealthy client, resorting to dirty tricks that could get that executive fired. Sitrick also has a second situation, another feud between rich guys, which he is about to offer to a Wall Street Journal reporter. A Sitrick client hopes to damage his foe by linking him to misdeeds alleged by a third guy.

Oh, and there’s this delicate matter: a bitter divorce case in which the angry ex-wife has just filed an eighty-six-page motion that, among other incendiary items, accuses her ex-husband, Sitrick’s client, of child abuse. The attorneys assure Sitrick it is a trumped-up charge she filed only after losing badly in court; she is just trying to punish him. He asks them to provide more details and evidence, and they do.

None of which bears on the emergency conference call that is about to begin. His phone rings and Sitrick, now wearing a headset, answers it. The call goes on for almost an hour, and I eavesdrop shamelessly, though only on Sitrick’s side of the interchange. This is a privilege I am afforded only because I have signed a non-disclosure agreement to work for Mike on this book. Mike, who from the onset said we would have to mask the identity of the company and its executives, briefed me later on the parts of the conversation to which I wasn’t privy.

The young CEO of a hotshot financial firm, a unicorn worth a few billion dollars, is being ousted, a step that’s necessary to insulate his company from fallout over what he says were well-intentioned misdeeds in trying to accommodate torrid growth. As half a dozen people listen in, including Sitrick and his colleague Sallie Hofmeister (formerly a reporter and editor at both the New York Times and Los Angeles Times), a company lawyer explains the predicament and says the SEC might yet get involved. I’ve got butterflies in my stomach; no reporter ever would get to hear a frank exchange like this. We lust to get on the inside, to know the “real” story, but we rarely do, if ever.

All hell is about to break loose. The company is getting hammered in the media, which will interpret the founder’s abrupt departure as a calamity both for him and for the company. Everything seems to ride on getting one thing right—the press release.

For the ousted CEO, his reputation is at stake. He doesn’t want potential compliance problems mentioned at all, and he wants the release to emphasize his continuing, integral role at the company he created. The company, though, can’t ignore the material issues, some of which have already been reported in the media. Some on the call argue for the company to make a mea culpa, but that might set off the founder and blow up the entire deal, to say nothing of the fact that it would create problems for the company with regulators and others.

Sitrick is just an advisor on the sidelines, but he soon takes over as quarterback. You can’t announce that the founder will stick around as a “close advisor,” he says. What if he gets in trouble with regulators? And what good will a mea culpa do, especially if it sets off the founder? Instead, he tells them, the company should say it is taking a series of steps to strengthen its internal policies, procedures, and controls. This, it turns out, is one of Sitrick’s rules: focus on the fix.

Sitrick taps at the keyboard and waters down the phrase to say the CEO will be available to ensure “a smooth transition.” He starts to put it in the lead paragraph of the release (the “lede,” as journalists call it) as a sweetener to get the buy-in of the departing chief, but after some deliberation, he buries it further down in the announcement. He adds the line about taking steps to strengthen internal controls.

Then someone suggests Sitrick tighten up the details of the release, show it to the exiting CEO, and tell him this is as favorable as it will get. “We get these guys on the phone and we say we can live with this, but we can’t go further than this, then have Mike weigh in on why, from a PR standpoint, this is the best thing, not just for the company but for [the CEO] himself.” The exec on the call makes a direct appeal to Sitrick: “Mike, he has tremendous respect for you, tremendous respect. If he hears you . . . it could make the difference.”

“I have no problem with that,” Sitrick responds, “because I believe this is in his best interest as well as the company’s. If I were advising him, I’d tell him the same thing.”

This was, in Sitrick’s view, critical. His one absolute in business is never to lie, not even a little. They agree to reconvene for another call in an hour, after some further consultations. It blows through his entire Saturday, and some of Sunday, but that happens a lot.

All of this agonizing over a seemingly simple press release, over minutiae that the uninformed might dismiss as . . . who cares? But to Sitrick the details are paramount. In today’s business world, the “story”—the public account of an event or a company or a senior executive—is as important as the reality. One of Sitrick’s favorite sayings is that perception is reality.

Online, as Sitrick has seen, a misimpression can be repeated a million times, and a lie left uncorrected becomes the truth, festering forever on Google. Decades of brand-building and corporate “good will” can be wiped out if an online beating goes undefended. A harsh truth, if not softened by nuance and perspective and the rest of the story, becomes the only truth, a truncated version of what happened. It can damage your reputation. Permanently.

Even the best-run, biggest companies have been known to blow it in their response to a crisis. They start out in denial, shut down, and raise the shields just when they should open up and at the least find out what reporters want to know. As Sitrick tells it, the easy thing to do is to advise a client to refuse to comment, stay silent, don’t talk to the press—because this shields the advisor, who would get the blame if the client talks to reporters and gets skewered. Sure, there are cases where “no comment” is the right option, when you don’t know the facts or the facts don’t clearly support an acceptable statement, when your client is in a particularly sensitive legal situation, or you are negotiating a settlement with the government. Most times, however, Sitrick says, the better instinct is to find out what the reporter wants, get the facts, and then, if the facts support you, speak up.

But while the need has never been greater for image protection and rapid response, Sitrick believes the business world suffers from a scarcity of smart advice in crisis communications. His take: this isn’t a game for amateurs, but an awful lot of amateurs play this game. This has been his view throughout his entire PR career, and he has held it more firmly as his experience has increased.

Through more than a thousand cases (he has lost count), Sitrick has developed a battle-tested regimen for crisis response. He understands the power of storytelling and harnesses it for the purposes of persuasion. The media, both old and new, want to tell a story, and he sees his job as helping them get a better one for their audience (and for his client). I have seen from the other side of the desk that he knows how to undercut and counterpunch his clients’ adversaries, how to turn the media to his clients’ favor, and how to preempt or mitigate a bad story. He gets the importance of responding instantly and repeatedly, and he uses accurate, fact-sourced details to establish his version’s credibility.

Rather than telling his clients to duck and cover, Mike Sitrick tells them that if they don’t tell their story, someone else will tell it for them. Failing to respond early and strategically leaves empty space and airtime to be filled by someone else: your adversaries, short-sellers, media grandstanders, Wall Street shills.

That points up a key difference between Sitrick and most other people in the crisis business, a difference that I have observed as a reporter, editor, and television news anchor. Many companies and PR people regard the media as their enemy and reporters as arrogant and evil. Many reporters, in turn, view companies and PR people warily, suspicious they are out to block a good story.

Sitrick, on the other hand, has a clear affection for journalists. He even started out as one, albeit briefly. I have dealt with hundreds of journalists, and Mike Sitrick is, hands down, a better storyteller than most of them, at all times staying within the four corners of the truth. And reporters need good stories. He respects them and refuses to trash them. (Although, when they get it wrong, he tells them so, demanding a correction when warranted, even if he has to go over their heads.) Sitrick figures most of them work hard, they try to get it right, and often they believe they are fighting for the underdog, a trait with which Sitrick can identify.

Sitrick sees reporters as essential to getting out his clients’ version of the truth, and he stresses the value of understanding their deadline pressures, their competitive zeal, and their fear of getting beaten on a story. Stories are the currency he carries—exclusives, interviews, counterpunch tips, profiles—when he meets with members of his vast network of reporters and editors. This guy delivers the goods, acting as gatekeeper to some of the biggest stories and scandals of the past decade and beyond.

On occasion, Sitrick and his partners on a case will fight an ongoing story by developing and placing a different one, a counter-narrative offering compelling new details. His firm’s ex-journalists, lawyers, and executives are particularly adept at this technique. They also have been known to divert negative news by creating a bona fide news event. Mike Sitrick trains his people to approach their practice as a litigator approaches a trial, gathering the evidence, presenting the facts, preparing for cross-examination, and crafting a compelling closing argument—which is, in essence, a story that sees things his client’s way.

From day one, in fact, Sitrick staffed his firm largely with exjournalists because, as he likes to say, it is easier to teach PR to a journalist than to teach news judgment to a PR person. His partners include former reporters and editors from the Wall Street Journal, Bloomberg, Forbes, Barron’s, the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, the San Francisco Chronicle, and the Houston Chronicle as well as on-air talent from CNBC, Fox Business Network, NBC, and CBS. Of eighteen partners profiled on the Sitrick website recently, more than a dozen are veteran journalists.

[image: ]

Sitrick gets a callback from that New York Times star reporter, greeting him as if they were about to catch up on the latest gossip, and tells a story that would arouse any reporter’s interest in the rich-guy feud: details of “character assassination,” “harassment,” “anonymous attacks.” The reporter is loving it.

Meanwhile, I pad over to the kitchen, where his wife, Nancy, is pouring me a cup of coffee. She is even trimmer than Mike is and looks much younger, and the first thing you notice is the great haircut—an attractive bob, one side longer than the other and curving under toward her jawline. She has had it for ten years, and every time she thinks of trying a new style, someone compliments her on it (as her visitor had just done), and she stays put.

They met in college when she was just eighteen and he was nineteen. They have been together ever since, marrying a month after Mike graduated with a B.S. in business and journalism from the University of Maryland and six months before Nancy graduated. They have raised three daughters, who now have seven offspring of their own. “You’re my play date today,” Nancy tells me. My arrival means her husband has something else to do while she goes out to meet friends for the day.

At the end of a hallway leading to the family room are framed photos of grown kids and sons-in-law and grandkids—two sets of twin girls in two separate families, plus a boy for each set of twins and their newest addition, a baby girl from their daughter in Hawaii—smiling at the beach and posing for groupies rather than selfies. These are some of the only photos in which you’ll see Mike smiling. In almost every shot in the many profiles published about him, he stares into the camera like some badass.

I mention to Nancy that, despite my having known Mike for fifteen years, he has never said much about his family. That’s his way, she explains. He internalizes, masking his emotions and restraining any burst of anger, a persona he learned from his father, a longtime Chicago radio executive and adman. Sitrick has never been known to lose his temper, even when dealing with the most ferocious investigative reporters. Few people really know her husband, Nancy believes. And then she seems to issue me a challenge: “I always tell people, ‘You’ll never know Mike.’”

From what I have been able to piece together before today’s visit, I know this much:

He is the oldest of three sons, and even today he consults on business matters now and then with his brothers, David and Ronald, both of them successful lawyers. And although Mike Sitrick has known some of the most renowned business leaders in the world, he credits his own father as his most important mentor. Now in his nineties, Herman Sitrick taught Mike the ethics of hard work, accountability, and responsibility. When Mike, early in his career, told his father about a problem he was going to bring to his boss, his father replied, “Your job is not to bring problems to your boss. It’s to bring solutions.” It is an adage he has lived by ever since. Herman still has his own ad business in Chicago, and he still goes in to the office every day. Like his oldest son, Herman Sitrick married young, and seventy-one years later, he and Marcia were still married, until she passed just prior to the publication of this book.

Mike endured the culture shock of a move from the South Side of Chicago to Birmingham, Alabama, in his senior year of high school, when his dad got a top job running a group of radio stations. After a freshman year at the University of Alabama, he transferred to the University of Maryland at College Park, a fateful decision: that’s where he met Nancy.

He figures marrying Nancy was the smartest decision of his entire life, one that set him up for everything else that came his way. “My wife, my best friend, and my soul mate,” he calls her in the dedication to her in his first book, “without whose love and support during all these years, none of what I have accomplished would have been possible.”

Sitrick wrote for his college paper, local radio and TV, and then free-lanced for the Baltimore News American, and the Washington Star, passing up a full-time job at the Chicago Tribune to take a PR job in the University of Maryland agriculture division. (It paid $160 a week; the Tribune offered $125 a week. Mike told me he loved journalism, but preferred being able to eat.) He jumped quickly to Western Electric in Chicago and then, still in his early twenties, went to work in the administration of Chicago’s legendary Mayor Richard J. Daley, where he rose to deputy director of public information for one of the city’s largest agencies. Mike later joined a local PR firm and then, at the age of twenty-seven, became the head of PR at National Can Corporation, then a Fortune 500 company. In 1981 he took the job that largely determined the rest of his career: vice president, and then senior vice president, of communications at Wickes Cos.

Nine months later, after the brilliant turnaround artist Sanford Sigoloff swooped in to take over the firm and guide it back to health, Wickes filed for Chapter 11 reorganization. Mike Sitrick handled communications strategy, which included putting Sigoloff at center stage and focusing the story on what he was doing to save Wickes. The fine points Sitrick learned about the U.S. Bankruptcy Code and the insights he gained into the emotional and psychological effects of a turn in Chapter 11 helped him start his own firm. He got one of his first cases before he even had incorporated—Roy Disney’s Shamrock Holdings, which was making a run at Polaroid in 1989—and he went on to build one of the largest and most successful practices in restructuring and strategic communications.

I met him a decade later, when I was a top editor at Forbes magazine. I had reluctantly agreed to meet with Mike Sitrick at the request of someone I knew well, a crush from my college newspaper days, expecting yet another PR guy with an axe to grind and a client to bill. I was thinking, “So he comes to you through someone you trust, just like the mob does in Goodfellas.”

I was braced to resist his overtures. Something inside a journalist makes him want to resist when a PR spinner comes calling. Resistance isn’t futile, it’s a virtue. And something about Mike Sitrick himself made me even more resistant, as we met at a bar near the Forbes offices and he settled into a chair, shrouded in shadows and the purple-blue tinge of neon lights. Maybe it was his three-thousand-dollar tailored suit and the fancy, perfectly knotted necktie.

He had an unreadable poker face, with a fingerprint-sized birthmark on his left cheekbone that made it look as if he recently had been in a fight, and you should see the other guy. Rather than unspooling enthusiastic flights of fancy, he uttered plain, unadorned sentences in a low and gravelly voice. He could have been a great stand-in for Al Pacino in The Devil’s Advocate, which had come out two years earlier.

Which is all to say that Sitrick wasn’t your typical PR guy at all. He wasn’t a glad-handing, backslapping, hale fellow well met. He didn’t dabble in small talk; he was too focused to bother with it. He didn’t ask questions about me personally or talk about the Yankees. He even hates golf—four hours knocking a tiny ball around strikes him as a waste of time.

This guy had no time for any of that. Friends say his only real interests are his firm and his family, notwithstanding his impressive art collection and the vintage guitar in an old, scarred case in his office. It is one of nine he owns. (When he was nineteen, he was offered a recording contract in Nashville, but was told he’d have to drop out of college and go on tour. His mother vetoed the idea, telling him, “You’ll go on tour, okay, but it will be Vietnam.”)

Sitrick sat there with a story to sell, and he laid it out as if he were spinning a yarn. I was working on a vodka martini with olives, he was drinking seltzer, and now my resistance was subsiding because I kind of liked the tale he was telling. Today neither one of us can remember it, but I am sure it had all the requisite Sitrickian elements: a central hero getting beaten up in the ring, a point of conflict with larger things at stake, a foe that was being unfair or unethical or misleading, detailed evidence that the other side was wrong, and, whenever possible, a man-bites-dog twist.

Over the years, when I was at Forbes or in my later anchor stints at CNBC and Fox Business, I worked with Mike Sitrick on a dozen or more stories. Sometimes his solutions don’t involve public relations at all but leaps of strategy—one reason Sitrick calls his style of PR “strategic communications,” a term a lot of people throw around, though it is practiced by very few. These strategic directives come out of nowhere, his partners say, and go beyond just managing the story itself to solving the larger problem that triggered the story to begin with.

Too often, in Sitrick’s view, PR people focus only on the task at hand, doing the chores they were asked to do instead of looking at an issue strategically. To him the real point is the problem the client is trying to solve. What is the client’s ultimate goal and how can we use our skills and our contacts to help achieve that? It’s the strategy that’s important. Communications is just the means to an end.

Classic case: the rescue of Twinkies. On Christmas Eve 2008, Sitrick got a call while on vacation with his family in Mexico. A lawyer for a Sitrick client, Twinkies maker International Bakeries Corporation, told him that GE Capital had just reneged on providing $125 million in credit. This could derail the entire six-hundred-million-dollar refinancing package that IBC had spent a year assembling to be able to get out of Chapter 11. Without the GE credit, the company could go belly-up. The lawyer wanted Sitrick’s advice on how to handle media for the lender-liability lawsuit his client was about to file.

Sitrick responded with a question: hadn’t GE recently received bailout money from the Troubled Asset Relief Program after the global financial meltdown? A quick Google search showed the company had received two kinds of federal infusions, with the implicit promise of recirculating that money in the form of loans to help rebuild the U.S. economy. How could GE now justify withholding this help from IBC, a company that employed almost thirty thousand workers? “What do you think GE will say, when asked by the Wall Street Journal, ‘Didn’t you get $800 million in federal assistance to enable you to lend money to save jobs?’ We need to get the unions involved, contact local congressmen and senators, Chuck Schumer and Hillary Clinton.”

So they scrapped the lawsuit idea, and Mike instantly mapped out a plan to make this a jobs issue. Playing up the thousands of jobs at risk at IBC, he and the team with whom he was working put pressure on GE Capital by bringing this matter to the attention of U.S. Senators Hillary Clinton and Chuck Schumer of New York and Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts, who in turn wrote strong letters to GE’s management. They also got the company’s union leaders and the Twinkies-packing rank and file involved, who contacted local state and federal representatives. Within weeks, IBC won the GE backing and completed its Chapter 11 reorganization to emerge as a renewed company, able to fight another day.

Sitrick’s colleagues say it’s a “Mike thing.” In a meeting with a client, Mike suddenly will say, “I know what we could do,” and then sets out an audacious plan. The first response is incredulity—we can’t do that! But it soon becomes clear that, by golly, it will work. Their ringleader has been “thinking outside the box” since long before it became a business cliché.

Even Mike Sitrick himself says he doesn’t quite know how he comes up with these catapulting ideas. His neural network is running scenarios and simulations based on thousands of past moves in the crisis chess game, figuring out a pathway and pursuing it until a new adaptation becomes necessary. He is his own machine-learning algorithm.

Much of what Sitrick does, therefore, may not be teachable. He is guided by gut and a tingly Spidey-sense, an intuitive knack for divining, in each confrontation, which methods to deploy at which junctures, when to counterattack and when to let the frenzy run itself out. His cases don’t all conform to the same template. Each one is different, every person under fire has unique needs and assets, and the particular facts dictate what follows.

Yet some things can be put down on paper, surely, or displayed on a Kindle or iPad screen. Knowingly or not, Sitrick has developed the process for managing a crisis and shaping the story, forming his team with his well-honed approach. And now we endeavor to put his ethos and methods into a book for anyone else to learn. The way Sitrick sees it, this book isn’t just for PR people, it is for CEOs, senior executives, celebrities, entrepreneurs and business owners, and anyone else who must deal with the media—or who would want to do so by choice.

In the months after that first attempted interview at his home in Pacific Palisades, Mike Sitrick explained for me the art and science of his strategic communications and crisis-quelling techniques, stealing time for interviews from his constant emailing and conference calls. His aim was to boil down a lot of what he knows and teach it to others by offering a glimpse of what he does, guided by some central tenets, incisive points, adaptable guidelines, and tested techniques.

He starts with a fast overview of his regimen for response. It will be the guidepost for this entire book, showing up in the various case studies we will assemble, analyze, and explain. Now, Sitrick could just sprinkle these gems out over the course of the next two hundred or so pages and force you to search for them, but who has the time? And so he serves it up right here at the beginning. If you don’t read to the last page of this book, you are dead to us, but at least you have the gist, right here, and you can fake the rest. Here they are, Sitrick’s Ten Rules for Engagement:

           Rule 1: First, get the facts.

           Rule 2: Identify your objective.

           Rule 3: Act preemptively.

           Rule 4: Use a Lead Steer.

           Rule 5: Focus on the fix.

           Rule 6: Social media often are a means to an end.

           Rule 7: If you don’t tell your story, someone else will tell it for you.

           Rule 8: Put your opponent on the Wheel of Pain.

           Rule 9: “No comment” can be PR malpractice.

           Rule 10: Never lie.

Not all of these rules apply to every situation, and each case requires a different assortment of these guidelines, plus extra considerations particular to the case. Nor are all of these rules absolute. Mike Sitrick also emphasizes three corollaries:

           First, don’t wait until a reporter’s deadline to respond. The longer you wait, the less influence you will have on the story.

                Second, understand the rules of “background,” “not for attribution,” and “off the record” and the differences between them.

                Third, in rare instances you can kill a story, but only by harnessing pertinent and incontrovertible facts that demonstrate the reporter has it wrong.

Social media exercise significant influence, but Mike believes that to bring about major change—such as legislation, indictment or criminal charges, congressional hearings, or even the firing or exoneration of a top executive—in most instances a story that began on social media needs to be picked up or re-reported in “old” (traditional) media. He offers three examples:

          •   There is no question that Donald Trump’s use of social media contributed to his election as president, but even with his twenty-two million or so Twitter followers (who put him in the top fifty tweeters), it was the mainstream media’s reporting of Mr. Trump’s tweets that made them so effective. Twitter limits messages to 140 characters, but the stories resulting from these tweets were almost always considerably longer and often on the front page or leading the evening news. The mainstream media coverage of these messages either brought them to people’s attention for the first time or reinforced them while giving them the credibility of being in the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, Washington Post, or CBS Evening News. Then there is the fact that according to various reports, many if not all, Twitter accounts include bots and inactive accounts, which reduces the number of real, active followers.

          •   One client of Sitrick And Company dismissed the criticism heaped on him by two Hollywood blogs as meaningless gossip, only to discover that Vanity Fair, which, of course, had a much wider audience, used these blogs as a basis for its story, citing them at the beginning of the article. This took the story from a limited audience in Hollywood, to a national story, which was then picked up by other media throughout the U.S.

          •   When a television news program was criticized in various social media outlets for a story of national interest, nothing much happened until the criticism was repeated and expanded in the traditional media. The news organization questioned the veracity of the criticism, but in the end the scandal resulted in widespread firings of the program’s staff and ultimately helped push the program off the air.

In handling more than a thousand cases, Sitrick has devised an approach that is as focused and high-precision as a police procedural—Dragnet meets CSI—and he has been able to lay it down through examples and case histories, which you will read here. Along the way, you also will hear about his Five Stages of Crisis and Three First Steps when confronted by the media.

The question isn’t whether you’ll face a crisis one day, especially if you are at the top of your game. The question is what will you do when crisis comes? Crisis arrives unexpectedly, swelling and subsiding in an almost mathematical, recurring pattern. A crisis can be quelled and refocused with a common set of responses if you know the right fixes and when to deploy them.

That is Sitrick’s forte, the thing he was born to do, although crisis-management is only one part of his portfolio of strategic communications services. In the chapters that follow, we will try to show you how he does it, not just tell you how he does it. So suit up and strap in. This guy moves fast.




Chapter 1

Dolby v. BlackBerry

In my long career in strategic communications—especially that aspect involving crisis communications—my accessibility to clients has never been more important or more instantaneous than it is today, and it all began with the first wireless wonder, the BlackBerry. Remember when it ruled the wireless world? Corporate IT chiefs prized its proprietary network, bulletproof security, and cumbersome link to the Internet. Devotees called it the “Crackberry,” so addicted were they (I among them) to the feel of the gadget’s pebbly keyboard and navigational thumbwheel.

The BlackBerry was conceived by a company formed in 1984 by Mike Lazaridis—a man former GE CEO Jack Welch called a genius—and his childhood friend Douglas Fregin. Research in Motion, or RIM, was based not in the innovative hills of Silicon Valley but in the polite, cold climes of Waterloo in Ontario, Canada.

When RIM introduced the first BlackBerry in 1999, pagers still clung to businessmen’s belts and typing on your cell phone required tapping the “2” key three times just to form the letter “c.” The Black-Berry was downright magical, winning fans and investors. The company’s stock started trading on the Nasdaq the same year, with a total market value of a quarter-billion dollars. Ten years later RIM had more than twenty-five million customers and a seemingly unbreakable hold on the wireless-gadget market. Its market value had soared to $55 billion. Annual earnings would peak at over $3 billion.

RIM, however, had a patent problem. For five years starting in 2006, while selling millions of BlackBerrys, the company neglected to pay licensing fees for the portfolio of patents behind the microchip that produced the devices’ digitally-compressed high-fidelity sound. These patents belonged to one of the premier sound engineering companies in the world, Dolby Labs. In 2011, after years of unsuccessful efforts to get RIM to pay patent fees, Dolby decided it had to take action. Never in its forty-five-year history had the company brought a patent infringement suit, but RIM’s resistance was setting a bad precedent.

Dolby Labs was run for more than thirty years by a financial executive who worked for the founder, Ray Dolby. He kept its focus on the lab, eschewing the production of consumer electronics powered by its sound technology. Its noise-reduction technology provided crystal-clear sound to the music and movie industries.

Dolby had adapted to the digital wave, continuing to innovate as Moore’s Law took us into the handheld age. Its digital-compression techniques used only half the storage or bandwidth of previous technologies, and sometimes only one-tenth as much, with no loss of sound quality.

The company’s income came largely from licensing its proprietary technology to dozens of electronics makers, the music industry, movie theaters, and more, receiving a small cut of a product’s revenue as a fee. By 2011 the annual patent-fee revenue coming into Dolby Labs approached $800 million a year and accounted for more than 80 percent of its total business. Virtually every major electronics maker—from Apple and Android to Nokia, Microsoft, and Motorola—was a Dolby licensee.

Every major electronics maker, that is, but one—RIM, one of the biggest. From 2006 through 2010, RIM sold almost ninety million BlackBerrys (four million in 2006, more than six million in 2007, almost fourteen million in 2008, twenty-six million in 2009, and thirty-six million by 2010). Dolby’s licensing subsidiary, named Via, had been negotiating with RIM’s patent department since 2006 but with no progress.

Prizing its peaceful relations with its licensees, Dolby had always been reluctant to sue, but in 2009 its chief financial officer, Kevin Yeaman, rose to CEO. Two years later he brought in a new general counsel, Andy Sherman from CBS Interactive. That’s when Dolby began to take a harder look at its patent portfolio practices.

The overseas market was booming, a new wave of Asian brands was on the rise, led by HTC of Taiwan, and Dolby felt it had to put the rest of the world on notice that it would be a vigilant protector of its intellectual property. It needed a way to make RIM pay up without hurting Dolby’s image as a nice-guy partner.

Andy Sherman took the matter to the board, which reluctantly agreed they had to sue. They fretted over how the combative move might be viewed by other licensees, how the trade press would cover it, and whether mainstream media would notice at all. They needed to know more than just how to manage the message; they needed to determine what the message should be.

That is when a board member, Sandy Robertson, proposed hiring me. My partner Lew Phelps, who would work with me on the case, viewed it as a natural for me. It had a dramatic backdrop: the booming smartphone market defined by wireless wars among Apple, Samsung, Android devices, and the rest, not to mention BlackBerry. And BlackBerry had been very much in the news over its loss of market share. The last thing it could afford was a further loss of consumer confidence. The case of Dolby International v. Research in Motion, in fact, perfectly illustrates Rule Eight of my Ten Rules for Engagement: put your opponent on the Wheel of Pain. We were able to assess the situation, spot RIM’s pressure point, and achieve the result our client wanted faster than any of us ever expected.

Sandy Robertson remains a living legend: the eminence grise of Silicon Valley investment banking, who has used my services a dozen times or more in the previous twenty years. In A History of Silicon Valley, Arun Rao writes that the tech industry “was historically served by four independent, San Francisco–based boutique investment banks from the 1960s to the late 1990s . . . Hambrecht & Quist, Alex Brown & Sons, Robertson Stephens, and Montgomery Securities. These four firms became known as the Four Horsemen.”

Imagine being the guy who introduced Eugene Kleiner to Tom Perkins and helped them raise their first fund of a mere $8.4 million for what became the fabled Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers. Sandy’s firm, Robertson Stephens, helped bankroll the Internet boom, underwriting seventy-four firms and raising $5.5 billion in 1999–2000 alone.

Sandy told the Dolby board he had every confidence that I would know the right knobs to twist and levers to pull in the case of Dolby v. RIM and that I would look at not just how to get out the right story but also, perhaps, how to get what Dolby wanted most of all: for RIM to settle, paying Dolby what it owed.

Sandy Robertson and I had first met more than twenty years earlier in a touchy case. He was advising a U.S. chipmaker that was about to sell itself to a Japanese company, even though the CEO himself sat on an industry committee created to keep the U.S. semiconductor industry out of the hands of Japanese rivals. This was back in 1989 or so, when America’s getting bested by the Japanese, first in cars and now in memory chips, was a blow to national pride. If the story of this sale caught fire in the media, it could endanger the deal, so the legal counsel to the CEO had brought in my firm to manage public perception.

A Pre-Emptive Move

As soon as Sandy Robertson heard of my background, he later told me, he had heard enough. After graduating college and doing a little reporting for the old Washington Star, Baltimore News American, and a Baltimore radio station, I spent a year in two PR jobs and then, at age twenty-two, started working in the administration of the famed Chicago Mayor Richard J. Daley. Robertson, a Chicagoan himself, assumed that here was a PR man who knew how to knock heads and break a few kneecaps when necessary. In this case, however, all that was needed was preemptive action and a nifty bit of jujitsu.

I told my new clients that, to avoid a story pointing out the irony of this company selling out to the Japanese, we needed to preempt it by giving an exclusive to a mergers and acquisitions reporter rather than announcing it broadly via a press release that might alert, say, a Washington-based reporter who was more attuned to the political implications. I figured if we could break the story in the Wall Street Journal, other media would follow that lead and report what the Journal had written, overlooking the controversy.

Though I hadn’t named this type of maneuver at the time, it was based on two of Sitrick’s Ten Rules for Engagement—Rule Three, act preemptively, and Rule Four, use a Lead Steer. So I called a Wall Street Journal editor over the weekend to offer an embargoed exclusive for Monday. The Journal broke the news the next morning, focusing on the transaction and what it meant for the company and the industry. Nothing was said about a Japanese company’s buying a U.S. chipmaker whose CEO was chairman of a committee created to prevent that very type of transaction. The political issue was raised only in passing by one of the scores of media outlets covering the story, and even then, it was dismissed by the CEO. No other media raised the issue, controversy was averted, and the merger sailed through.

In the years since that deal, Robertson had matched me up with a series of investment banking clients, letting us go off into the sunset together, as he would put it. His A-list of clients never ceased to impress me, and his eye for creative solutions was an asset. I’ve always believed that no matter how good you think you are at giving advice, you must listen closely to your clients, because the insights coming back in your direction can be even more valuable than your own. In Sandy Robertson’s case, this offered a particularly bountiful bonus to me by letting me become his close friend and expand my base of knowledge.

Robertson’s high demands and lofty expectations made me and my team better. He wanted more than a PR spinner—he demanded inventive, strategic thinking and an ability to pitch solutions and ideas that had eluded other PR or legal experts. Robertson liked to say that while other PR firms promoted your positives on a day-to-day basis and we of course did that too, where we really shined was when things were really tough. Our good work paid dividends in numerous ways. First and foremost, it benefited our clients. It also resulted in referrals. Sandy would



































OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Table of Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Foreword: Meeting Mike



		Chapter 1: Dolby v. BlackBerry



		Chapter 2: Exonerating Pattie: Part One



		Chapter 3: Exonerating Pattie: Part Two



		Chapter 4: Inside “Disneywar”



		Chapter 5: Challenging 20/20



		Chapter 6: Taking On Short Sellers



		Chapter 7: Saving Celebrities



		Chapter 8: Killing Stories



		Chapter 9: Personal Crises



		Chapter 10: Restoring Reputation



		Chapter 11: Surviving Bankruptcy



		Chapter 12: Courting Controversy: Part One



		Chapter 13: Courting Controversy: Part Two



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Author Note











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Title Page













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		xxiii



		xxiv



		xxv



		xxvi



		xxvii



		xxviii



		xxix



		xxx



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283











OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
The Fixer





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Fixer

Secrets for
saving your
reputation in
the age of viral
media

Michael

Sitrick

With Dennis Kneale

REGNERY
PUBLISHING

A Division of Salem Media Group





OEBPS/images/9781621574354.jpg
O
I l‘ The
: - Secrets for
! saving your
/ reputation in
{

the age of viral
media

Michael

Sitrick

with Dennis Kneale






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





