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Chapter 1: Overview & Research

have already been said and bad decisions have
been made in the name of denial and blame. But
the cause of the PR grief remains. There have been
new stories about the crisis, in more outlets. Social
media might have added more fuel to the fire. So
clients consult with PR professionals and try to
strike a deal that saves them from paying a higher
price.

In the case of former Illinois Governor George
Ryan, the bargain was aimed at mitigating a 2003
indictment on corruption charges. This stemmed
from an FBI investigation into allegations that
unqualified truck drivers could secure driver
licenses in exchange for a bribe.

The bargain? Ryan suspended the Illinois death
penalty and became an internationally recognized
leader of the anti-death-penalty movement. This
work even led his nomination for a Nobel Peace
Prize. He didn’t get it. And he never apologized
for the corruption—or for the lives lost because of
mistakes made by the unqualified truck drivers. But
he did get a seven-year jail term.

The bargaining phase feeds back into denial,
and leads to the next stage of PR grief, which is
depression.

DEPRESSION /PRIDE: “I'm so sad, why bother
with anything? I'm going to die soon, so what's
the point?” These are common phrases uttered
by terminally ill patients. In the midst of PR grief,
a client might say, “What's the point?” or even,
"My career is ruined.” That might morph into,
“This business is destroyed, there’s no point in
apologizing now.” Generally, clients experiencing
PR grief don’t spend much if any time in the
depression phrase, usually moving on to the far
more dangerous phase of pride.

John Edwards spent a lot of time in the pride
phase of PR grief, attempting to bluster his
way through the bombshell that he covered up
fathering a child with a campaign aide while his
wife battled terminal cancer. It didn’t stop the
episode from ending his political career.

Remember, our goals are dignity and acceptance,
so the pride phase is nothing but trouble. It’s
the last stop before the final goal; one we need
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to get through ASAP. At this stage, our clients,

as with Kiibler-Ross’s patients, understand that a
resolution to their predicament is near, but not

the resolution for which they hoped. They've been
using denial, anger, bargaining and blame to avoid
this resolution. Now, only pride stands in the way of
accepting responsibility, admitting mistakes, issuing
an apology and taking the corrective action for
which stakeholders are (now impatiently) waiting.
This is the most crucial phase in the arc of PR
grief.

Sadly many fail to emerge from the ego-driven
pride phase.

Politicians get iced out by their colleagues and
voted out by their constituents. CEOs and board
members who get stuck here lose their jobs.
ACCEPTANCE: “It's going to be okay. I can't fight
it, I might as well prepare for it.” In this last stage,
patients begin to come to terms with their mortality
or that of a loved one, and accept an otherwise
tragic event. This is where those in the arc of PR
grief accept responsibility. They apologize to those
they wronged, they resign, they offer retribution
and/or they come clean. The sooner they reach
this stage, the better their chances of salvaging
their reputations and their companies.

To be clear, a quick and sincere apology won't
erase a serious mistake. The goal here is to avoid
the bad decisions, cover-ups and abuse of trust that
can further damage your brand currency. Getting
to the acceptance stage of PR grief will give you
and your company the best shot at redemption
with minimal bloodshed.

Who would have thought Elliot Spitzer would
have a public life after the media discovered he
favored young, high-end prostitutes? While he was
forced to resign as governor of New York when this
news broke in 2008, it took Spitzer less than a 48-
hour news cycle to do so, and he provided a blunt
and honest apology in the process, saying "l cannot
allow for my private failings to disrupt the people's
work."

He ended his political career, but is now popular
on the public-speaking circuit and enjoys a high-
profile media career as a columnist fand a TV host
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