SCHOOLED FOR SCANDAL

A CRISIS-MANAGEMENT PRO WHOSE CAREER INSPIRED A NEW
TV SHOW TALKS ABOUT DISGRACED POLITICIANS, THE BEST
COMEBACKS, AND HOW TO SAY YOU'RE SORRY

INTERVIEW BY MARISA M. KASHINO |

udy Smith knows some of Washing-
ton’s darkest secrets. When a politi-
cian, celebrity, or CEO is in trouble,

she’s often their first phone call.
Smith was in fifth grade at St.
Francis de Sales in Northeast DC when
she realized she had a knack for handling
scandal. The school’s “it” couple was about
to break up over allegations of cheating.
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Smith acted as a mediator and convinced
them to stay together. Decades later, she
found herself dealing with a much higher-
stakes love triangle as she helped Monica
Lewinsky navigate the fallout from her af-
fair with President Bill Clinton.

Smith’s other clients have

Vick. She develops
crisis-management
strategies to get cli-
ents beyond media
or legal firestorms.
Alawyer by training—she went to Amer-
ican University’s Washington College of
Law—Smith was a prosecutor in the DC US
Attorney’s Office when then-mayor Mari-
on Barry was arrested for possessing crack
cocaine. She was tasked with handling the
office’s media response, giving her an early
taste of crisis-communications work. From
there, White House press secretary Marlin
Fitzwater recruited her to work as his dep-

Judy Smith’s clients
have included
Monica Lewinsky,
Larry Craig, and
Michael Vick.

uty in the George H.W. Bush administra-
tion. She’s now president and CEO of the
DC-based crisis-management and public-
relations firm Smith and Company.

Smith’s first book, Good Self, Bad Self:
Transforming Your Worst Qualities Into
Your Biggest Assets, will be published in
April. In it, she applies the methods she
uses for high-profile clients to problems
regular people encounter.

ATV drama inspired by her career, Scan-
dal, premieres April 5 on ABC. The series
is produced by Shonda Rhimes—creator of
GreysAnatomy—and stars Kerry Washington
as Olivia Pope, a fictional version of Smith.

Smith has spent alot of time helping the
actress prepare for the role, “She pets what
I do,” she says, “and not everybody does.”

What's the key to a good apology?
You have to actually mean it, So many peo-
ple apologize because they feel like they
have to—that it’s the appropriate thing to
do, that it may help them down the road.
But people can tell whether you're sincere,
The second rule is that it needs to speak
to what the offense is. A lot of times, people
give blanket apologies—“Oh, I'm sorry if T
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hurt your feelings.” That could mean any-
thing. Exactly what are we talking about?

What did you learn when you were in
the DC US Attorney’s Office?

One of the most high-profile cases was Mar-
jon Barry’s. I learned that the mixture be-
tween politics, law, and race is an interesting
one. Lwould get calls from Tokyo wanting to
know when the videotape of Barry smoking
crackwould be released. Itwas amazing how
many people paid attention to that situation.
Tt really surprised me.

What's the best comeback from a cri-
sis or scandal that you've seen?
Martha Stewart’s was a good comeback. She
is astrong woman, very determined. Prior to
the crisis, people were like, “She’s so mean.”
She had that bad rap. The crisis helped hu-
manize her, She was very emotional outside
the courthouse, and there were polls taken
afterward that went sky-high.

The title of your book—Good Self, Bad
Self—reflects your belief that a per-
son’s best and worst qualities are the
same. Can you explain?

1t's good to have a healthy ego, because that
pushes you to succeed. But when you eross
a line and your views are not balanced,
that’s when you get into trouble. The am-
bition and focus that propel you to success
can also be your downfall.

Now that he’s out of prison and has
written a book, disgraced ex-lobbyist
Jack Abramoff has been on a come-
back tour. Do you think he has man-
aged it well?

I think he is trying to turn a huge negative
into a positive—and of course trying to pay
down on the restitution. He'll meet a lot of
resistance. The key hereishe hasto walk the
walk. People will focus not on his words but
his actions. Consistency is the key.

Once news broke that John Edwards
had been having an affair with Rielle
Hunter, what should he have done?
When you don’t know all the details, it’s
hard to say. But I will say this: When the
facts are presented to you, you have to own
it and you have to be honest about it and
vou have to come forward. What made his
situation so much more complicated and
gave it sort of that “ick” factor is that his
wife was dying of cancer.

Ok
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other issues—kids, family, work.

Have you ever advised the spouse of

someone who has gotten in trouble?

Yes. When one spouse has gone astray,
the first consideration should be what
the couple wants to do. My advice is nev-
er “stay” or “get a divorce.” They have
to decide that for themselves. What T do _
know is that if you try to present a false |
image to the public, they will know. Ifit’s .
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What Would Judy Do?

Judy Smith couldn’'t
how she wou

Leslie is an associate at a major law firm.
She sends an e-mail to her colleagues in
which she calls their supervising partner—
who is very difficult—"an egomaniac on a
power trip.” After pressing send, she realiz-
es she accidentally cc’d the partner.

© E-mail can be a dangerous tool. I al-
ways say you should neverwrite something
in an e-mail that you would not want some-
one else to see. T would advise Leslie to apol-
ogize to the pariner, stating that the e-mail
was obviously intended for her colleagues, it
was late, and they had been working around
the clock. I don’t think I would apologize
for making the comment because the attor-
ney would think it was disingenuous. I'n
quessing he has heard that characterization
many times.

Dean Thompson works at a prestigious uni-
versity. His son attends the school and was
recently caught cheatingona final exam.
The student body is up in arms, thinking

he got off sasy—just a short-term suspen-
sion—hbecause he's the dean’s son.

© Well, of course Dean Thompson was
smart enough to recuse himself from the de-
cision-making process. If, after examining
prior history of students in similar situa-
tions, the dean determined that his son was
given a lesser penalty, I would advise him to
reverse the decision and issue a statement
saying the decision did not uphold the val-
uwes both he and the school stand for, that
policies should be enforced fairly and there
is no exception. Then he should announce
that his son is suspended, like all other simi-
lar students, for the entire semester.

go into details about past clients, so we asked
Id manage a few hypothetical crises

Molly is a well-known Washington
socialite from a prominent family.
Recently, an old flame leaked a sex tape
of her to a gossip blog, putting Maoliy's

© Unless Molly wants to make a ton of
money like Kim Kardashian, I would ad-
vise her to address the issue head-on and tell
the truth: At the time she did the sex tape,
she was young, it was private, and she did
not expect for it o be public. Young peaple
sometimes exercise bad judgment, and this
is one of those cases. She is of course disap-
pointed that her ex chose to use something
so private to make money and gain notori-
ety. The story is likely to be a one- or two-
day hit, so T would give a statement as soon
as possible once she has all the facts.
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not genuine, people will see through it. So
there’s no need to pretend.

One crisis Mitt Romney has dealt with
during the campaign is releasing his
tax returns. What would you have ad-
vised him to do?

Torelease them earlier. Timing may be ev-
erything, but the fact that he is wealthy is
not going to change. One of the principles
inmybookis owning whatever it is and not
running from it.

What about when Rick Perry attempt-
ed to list the three federal agencies he
would eliminate and then blanked on
the third?

What he tried to do was use humor to de-
flect the fact that he forgot. T don’t think
joking about it was helpful. Consolidating
or cutting agencies is something people
take very seriously. The fact is if you for-
got, you forgot. It happens.

During the 2008 campaign, Barack
Obama faced a crisis when dealing
with inflammatory remarks made by
his former pastor, Reverend Jeremiah
Wright. How well did he handle it?
Ithink the campaign was behind the curve on
thatissue, They failed toaccurately assess the
landscape and anticipate the blowback. With
the first airing of the remarks by Reverend
Wright. the President denounced the state-
ments but not the person—and sometimes
in a crisis you can’t split the baby.

How did the TV show Scandal come
about?

1 was writing the book and my agent said,
«] want to introduce you to some folks who
work in some different areas.” So I got in-
troduced to screenwriter and producer
Shonda Rhimes and a few others. I think
we had a meeting scheduled for 15 or 20
minutes. Well, 214 hours later, we were just
talking and talking and talking.

What have you learned about human
nature?

1 like to believe in the good in people.
But we're all going to screw up from time
to time. It just happens. Tt really is how our
best growth occurs. A lot of times, the flip
side of a crisis can be an opportunity. W]
Staffwriter Marisa M. Kuashino can be
reached at mkashino@washingtonian.com.
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