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August 9, 2006
The Mavens Speak: When Celebrities Insert Both Feet 

By DENNIS McDOUGAL

When the actor Mel Gibson was arrested by Los Angeles County sheriff’s deputies on July 28, damage control should have begun immediately, public relations professionals say.

“Go fast, go humble,” said the longtime Hollywood publicist Michael Levine.

Mr. Gibson’s anti-Semitic remarks when he was arrested on a drunken driving charge received wide distribution on the Internet, in newspapers and on television. The swift and dramatic public denunciations of Mr. Gibson’s words have prompted discussion in the public relations industry about the best way to handle such occurrences. 

“Usually when a celebrity gets in trouble, the first thing they do is try to deny it, even though there may be photos,” said the veteran New York publicist Howard Rubenstein, who specializes as much in burnishing Wall Street images as he does in burnishing those of celebrities. “They come up with a litany of reasons why the media is at fault.”

“The second thing they do is nothing, hoping it will disappear,” he continued. “The third reaction is: ‘Look, you know the owner of the paper. Kill it.’ And, finally, they get to the fourth stage: ‘Help!’ ” 

That’s where the disaster corps comes in. 

In Mr. Gibson’s case, in a pair of increasingly penitent back-to-back public statements, one on July 29 and the next on Aug. 1, he tried to soothe much of the initial sting of his remarks. 

“He would have been better off taking it another 20 degrees,” said Harvey Levin, founder of the celebrity muckraking Web site www.TMZ.com, which published the sheriff’s report of Mr. Gibson’s arrest.

Mr. Rubenstein and Mr. Levine said the case of the actor Hugh Grant was the standard for successful damage control. In 1995 Mr. Grant was charged with performing lewd acts with a prostitute in Los Angeles. He quickly agreed to appear on the “Tonight” show on NBC and answered Jay Leno’s question: “What were you thinking?” His nationally televised demonstration of bashful British contrition transformed the sheepish Mr. Grant from naughty to nice.

Although Mr. Gibson’s rant might not lend itself to a “Tonight” show appearance, the principle remains the same: address the situation as quickly as possible, public relations advisers say. 

Mr. Levin of TMZ.com, a lawyer as well as a veteran broadcast journalist, said he gave Mr. Gibson’s publicist Alan Nierob, of the venerable Hollywood firm Rogers & Cowan, high marks for his efforts to get the actor to stand up and take responsibility. “The days when publicists could simply will something away are gone forever,” Mr. Levin said. “This stuff doesn’t disappear. It must be managed.”

The cost of a good publicist is comparable to that of a lawyer — a retainer followed by billable hours, said Michael Sitrick, whose 50-person Los Angeles firm manages up to 250 clients and their crises annually. His client list has included the talk-show host Rush Limbaugh, the rock performer Tommy Lee, and the actress Kim Basinger.

“It’s very much like hiring a lawyer,” he said. “You’ve got degrees of crisis and degrees of expertise, and unfortunately most people can’t tell the difference.”

Situations like the release of the sex tape featuring Paris Hilton, or the disclosure of the social indiscretions of the actress Lindsay Lohan, are not major crises, public relations experts said.

Mr. Levine, who also lectures and writes books on public relations, said most misbehaving celebrities were their own worst enemies because, he said “they’re full of themselves.” In addition to their own hubris, they frequently surround themselves with sycophants, he added.

“Celebrities like Michael Jackson and Elvis retreat into their psychological houses and purposely turn off their personal alarms — their friends and family,” he said. “So they’ll say, ‘You know, I think the world rotates on the back of a turtle,’ and all they hear is ‘Right on!’” What friends and family should say, he continued, is more like, ‘What are you, an idiot?!” 

If the scandal involves any sort of illegality, Mr. Rubenstein said he advised hiring a lawyer who could sit in on meetings, thus giving both star and publicist the benefit of attorney-client confidentiality.

“Some sort of privileged communication is a very important element, because it starts with the truth,” he said. “You don’t try to coat it with public relations varnish. You scrape all of that off.”

Once a client levels with him, Mr. Rubenstein said, he adopts almost the role of priest to penitent.

“They have to say they’ll never do it again, but they also have to say it to themselves and mean it,” he said.

Strictly from a pragmatic standpoint, Mr. Levine said, Mr. Gibson should have sought public pardon the moment he sobered up.

The actor Eddie Murphy is cited by public relations professionals as an example of someone who did a poor job of dealing with a scandal. In May 1997 sherriff’s deputies stopped Mr. Murphy with a transvestite prostitute in his car. Publicists said that Mr. Murphy lost precious time by tersely dismissing the transvestite’s story, which was quickly sold to tabloid newspapers.

In a media storm like that engendered by Mr. Gibson, Mr. Rubenstein said he recommended a one-on-one interview with a single reporter who would allow the client to make as good a case as possible. 

“I try to get them to do some public kind of statement and then go radio silent and not keep flogging that wild beast,” he said.

Richard Lewis, a veteran of the Hollywood publicity business, said, “Alan Nierob’s doing a great job.” He noted that both the Rev. Jesse Jackson and former California congressman Robert K. Dornan were eventually able to rise above anti-Semitic comments. “The next step in his rehabilitation is to get him in front of Jews,” Mr. Lewis said. 

Mr. Rubenstein said he could give Mr. Gibson that chance. Within days of the story breaking, Mr. Rubenstein said, he polled the leaders of the Museum of Jewish Heritage in Manhattan in his role as the museum’s vice chairman, and they agreed to invite Mr. Gibson to address the membership.

“We sent him a letter but haven’t heard from him yet,” Mr. Rubenstein said.

Similarly, the rabbi for the Temple of the Arts synagogue in Los Angeles invited Mr. Gibson to speak to his congregation during Yom Kippur.“If you can turn the corner, you can actually help your career,” Mr. Rubenstein said. “A truly recovered alcoholic gets increased respect.”

The essential ingredient in all celebrity rehabilitation is time, he added

“The good news is that if it wasn’t something totally immoral, something that society seems to accept after the publicity, they won’t boycott films, they won’t boycott records,” Mr. Rubenstein continued. “After a few months, they seem to remember some kind of scandal, but it fades. I’ve often thought that publicists should sponsor a survey naming the Top 10 scandals hitting Hollywood to see how they could have been avoided and how they hurt the client.” 

Mr. Rubenstein declined to enumerate those who would be included in a list of scandals, but Mr. Levin cited the examples of Bill Clinton, O. J. Simpson, Michael Jackson, Martha Stewart and Kobe Bryant. 

“In some ways Bill Clinton was the worst, but he recovered remarkably, to the point that some people now actually believe Al Gore lost in 2000 because Clinton didn’t stump for him,” Mr. Levin said. “Today he’s making a fortune and his wife could be our next president. O. J.’s playing golf and shows up on the Internet. Martha Stewart landed two TV shows right out of prison. And Kobe’s doing Nike commercials, for crying out loud. So, can Mel Gibson recover from this? Absolutely.”

Mr. Levine said he had compiled what he calls the four pillars of celebrity crisis management: Speed, humility, contrition and personal responsibility.

“Some things are so egregious that you can’t get out of it in a day or two,” said Mr. Levine, who likened Mr. Gibson’s dilemma to “the Charles Colson model,” referring to the Watergate conspirator who founded Prison Fellowship International. “This will take 20 years to fix, not 20 minutes,” he said. “He has a long walk up a steep hill.”
