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Quote of the Week

“You can teach

a journalist about
communication,
but you can’t

Michael Sitrick, chairman and
CEO of Sitrick & Company,
explains his philosophy of
hiring from outside the agency
merrv-go-tound Pace 14

Sitrick: the PR godfather with a typewriter

Tough as a trial lawyer, the CEQ of
Sitrick & Company takes no prison-
ers when it comes to winning
journalists to his clients’ agendas.
Adam Leyland has a face-to-face
with this most aggressive pro

1Us not the Armani suits or the art-
tilted affices in Century City. LA that
single out Michaet Sitviek as a sharp
shooter, It's the deep-voiced, sub-
machine-gun-like patter that rattles
off give-it-to-vou-straight opinions
and weighed-up-everv-option ideas

peed with which one struggles 1o

I a smart answer 1o cverys
nl-u' He simply can’t be beat or
he's wrong. And even il he
appears (o be on airly shaky around.
at the very least, vou can be sure he
will overwhelm vou with a volley of
facts and ligures that takes vou ener-
getically off the scent (and leaves you
breathless with admiration).

It'sthisspeed ol thought.combined
with exhaustive rescarch and close
attention to detail. on which Sitrick
has buill his firm’s reputation, He
thinks and talks like a lawver - an
Alan Dershowitz - and he even acts
like one

“We work very much like trial
lawyers,” he says. “We pather evi-
dence. we putitina mimnu lashion
and thenwe presentitinaway \\htd
hopelulivwiil persuade the judye - in
oun.asulnupm er-lowrite astory
that presents our point ol view
Fortunatelv. like a vood triad Tawyer,

we're more suecessiul than not.”
Aggressive
Butitsals aggressive nature Uat

miakes Sitrick such an unusual ligure
inthe PRworld,

Perhaps its  his  background.
brought up o the South Side of
Chicaga Or his protective tature, as
the eldest of three brothers (both of
whom are lawyvers), Or the signili-
cance of these factors could be aver-
stated and he’s just plain hunary and
ambitious: his father was a “turn-
around suy” for radio and TV sta-
tons, ending up in an ad agency
whose clients include the Chicago
Cubs.inwhom his lather still retains o
stake to thisday

Either way, he has a mean streak
that has seen him described by elient
Dennis Holt. chairman and CEO of
Western [nternational Media,as~the
vodfather with connections and a
h\pr_\\ai ter.”  And  osavs Alex

emenidjian, M {GM Grand prt.sldu.nl
{and dnulhu‘ client): “He s very
aggressive, very focused. very well-
conuected and he thinks hmu"h the
ramifications of anv PR activity. or
lack thereol. qumkur than .s'lybou_\
I'veeverseen.”

Much of his counselis bused on the
long-known publie relations axiomof
truth telling, “We're structured as a
law firm. We hold ourselves up o high
cthicalstandards. We don’t takeevery
client.and we've resigned themin the
past because we've not felt comiort-
able” he states.

Where his counsel might differ
(from alawver, however.is in the com-
munication he advises, 10 the truth is
had. thuts when you have to commu-
nicate what you're doing aboutit. You
need to get journalists to focus on
the plans vou're taking to ensure it

Mean streak... and cren npm.'ur; (el thel lrt,hlf(l'run o) can s,’v.r:')-'nd\ \ft’(('ffh’lt.\ L't'! on SrmcL xbmimh
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doesn’t happen again.”

As he demaonstrates in his populac
book. Spin. How to Turn the Powerof
the Press to vour Advantage. Sitriek is
acanny manipulator ot both journal-
ists and the media process. He has the
ability to steer the (renzied media

herd into different directions.

But as Sitrick playsit. truth can be
quite painful lor those who get on his
bad side. In his book, he talks of
putting people whuo are attacking his
clients under “the wheel of pain”
whan they need to be taughta lesson.
“In the most extreme case, you're
woing to make sure that not only the
target’s business associales become
aware ol the charges. bul also his
spouse, hischildren and his minister.”

Hes also not alraid to attack writ-
ers."Qur rehgion is toserve the client.
How many PR people are afraid to
tell journalists they're wrong? That
can’t be right. You have an obligation
or vou're not serving the client.”

Heevenadmitsto blacklisting jour-
nalists who don't see it his wav." I a
journalist treats us badly. we make
sure they kKnow about it. Sometimes
that means pullln“ pressure lo getan
apoloay.Sometime \\;mwhlmku.ln
ad. Sometimes, we simply stop deal-
ing with that newspaper altogether,
Eventually, the editor-in-chief asks
why they're not getting exclusives

fronm usnd we tell them

This aguressive lighting quality
may be uncomiurtablc forsome PR
ros, Bulitis certainly appreciated by
his clients. Sitrick & (‘ump IIIES
urown exponentially sinee its found-
o in [989.even by the PR industey's
standacds, Though he refuses 1o
divulge ligures, e claims that fee
income was up S0% in [998, and be
estimates 30% (o 33% growth this
vear. Only vne factor reins in the
firm’ serowth:the lack ol qu,:]m st
“We'd be up 50% this year il I'could
lindthe people,” he siys. The firm now
has 40 professionals,

Sitrick makes it company policy to
employ only journalists. “You can
teach a journalist about communici-
tion, but you can’t teach a PR pro
about news” he explains, as he

roudly reels off the names of top
journalists he has “persuaded™ 1o
switch sides, as well as the media
they've worked at - ABC. The Wall
Street Journal Los Angeles Tiney and
Business Week,

Electric mind

Sitrick is also resolutely sticking Lo his
guns in terms of expertise: investor
relativas (particularly transactional
deals) and crisis work (mostly bank-
rupteies). “ I don't want to get so bie
thatwe get pockets of excellence, " he
says. “His mind is too clectrified to
deal with sometling us simple as
putting together a media list.” adds
colleague

But Sitrick hus not lost his ambi-
tion. He has resisted elforts by many
lcading agencies to buy him up. And
while most of the expansion has been
arganic. through word of mouth (and
SLIFILR 5 I'[hl\u,l\ H'I ‘\l,,l] PTUI'ﬁUuUl”
he s not averse (o acquisitions and
wishes e had more time, Alter an
aborted merger with New York IR
firm Krantz & Co.in the early 1990s,
his latest acquisition — Washinglon,
DC-based Loving Associates - led by
former Forfune associate editor Rush
Loving, brings him a stall of four
“Aceess 1o the Capitol is nice, but the
main mativation was finding some-
one of Loving’s caliber” Sitrick
explains,

Next on the agenda: a Moscow
office.”We're proceeding cautiously
but we're confident.” he says. Well,
why not? I anyone needs crisis
counscling,it’s the Russians.




