28. Governor Chris Christie: When Being “Blunt” is Your Brand
New Jersey Governor Chris Christie has been called a bully and an intimidator with an “in your face” style of communication. According to Christie, “Listen, I was sent here to bring change…Direct, blunt and honest — that’s how I’d describe my style. And candidly, I enjoy it” (Moran).

I’ve known Chris Christie for over a decade, and I’d say he’s spot on with this self-description of his style, which translates in all areas to his brand. He first grabbed the political spotlight when he was appointed U.S. Attorney in New Jersey by former President George Bush. When he was selected, many questioned his credentials for such a lofty post, as he was just a little over 35. But, the one thing about Chris Christie’s brand, beyond his direct and, yes, confrontational style of communication, is that like many others in this book, he is supremely confident in his abilities. This confidence has gained him a name—a brand. According to George F. Will in an op-ed in the Washington Post, Chris Christie is “the nation’s most interesting governor.” 

Telling It Like It Is

As U.S. Attorney, Chris Christie prosecuted and convicted over 130 elected officials for corruption and related charges. Christie used his platform as a crusading prosecutor to gain national media attention and ultimately to run for governor in 2009 against a beleaguered and brand-challenged Jon Corzine. Christie won that race more because of Corzine’s lack of popularity (and a very weak political brand) and the dismal economic climate in the state than anything else. 
Once elected, Christie took over the statehouse by storm. He made it clear that he was in charge and that he was sent to Trenton to dramatically cut the cost of government and hold the line on taxes. (In just six months, Christie spearheaded the successful effort to cut the state budget by $2 billion and cap annual property tax increases at 2 percent.)  But, it’s not just Christie’s policies that have created such a clearly defined brand; it’s his style. I’ve interviewed him on numerous occasions: He is convinced he is right on just about every proposal or idea he puts forward, and therefore, this guy simply doesn’t flinch when challenged. 
And he’s been challenged a lot. He loves the daily fight with the public employee unions and recalcitrant legislators. He loves the battle with the media. In fact, one day, in the statehouse when my colleague Tom Moran, the Star-Ledger’s editorial page editor, asked Christie about his “confrontational tone,” Christie went off and created a YouTube sensation by saying, “You must be the thinnest-skinned guy in America. Because if you think that's a confrontational tone, then, you know, you should really see me when I'm pissed” (Barr). 
Christie went on to ask Moran and others in the press core whether they would rather he communicate in a fashion similar to Jon Corzine: “Now, I could say it really nicely. We could say it in a way you all would be more comfortable with. Maybe we could go back to the last administration where I could say it in a way that you wouldn’t understand it”  (Barr). 
Further, he reframed the argument about him being unnecessarily confrontational and blunt by saying, “Blunt, direct, maybe you could just say ‘honest and refreshing…’ But the fact of the matter is, this is who I am, and this is who the people elected” (Barr).  
That’s right. This is who the people elected, and the irony is that while people say they want honesty and candor in their elected officials, when they get it in spades it can be surprisingly upsetting to some. Chris Christie’s popularity hovers around 50 percent at the time of this writing, and I’m not convinced he’s ever going to be as “Reaganesque” as Wall Street Journal’s William McGurn claimed when he complimented Christie for “offering the voters a dose of Reagan republicanism—with a Jersey twist.”   But that’s not really the point. The fact is, Chris Christie tells it the way he sees it. He tells folks that New Jersey can’t afford property tax rebates any more. He proposes massive cuts in state aid to local school districts because he says we can’t afford not to. He tells the public employee unions (particularly the teachers union—the NJEA) that they are being greedy and selfish by not agreeing to a pay freeze, thereby causing massive layoffs of teachers and skyrocketing local property taxes. (He also accused the NJEA of using students as “drug mules” in their effort to influence the opinions of parents.)  
So, forget about whether you are a Democrat or a Republican, conservative or liberal, you have to agree that Christie is telling people in no uncertain terms in the most direct and blunt way possible that the state is about to go bankrupt, and he is not going to sit by while it happens. Sure, I disagree with his refusal to raise taxes on millionaires in the state, but how could you have a serious problem with a guy whose brand and reputation is based on telling it like it is just because you don’t want to hear what he’s telling you?  
Branding Isn’t Always a Popularity Contest

Governor Christie’s brand is also bolstered by the fact that he is not dying to be liked. Sure, he wants to succeed as a politician, but unlike so many other elected officials, he is reluctant to pander, and I’m convinced that he is sincere when he says if he serves only one term, he’d be fine with it, as long as he takes the state from the edge of fiscal abyss.

Successful political branding isn’t just about how many people like you or your style at a particular time. Frankly, Christie doesn’t get a lot of style points. But, it’s in fact the “anti-politician” brand that makes him so unique. The fact that Chris Christie doesn’t care what you think in some way makes him oddly appealing. As does the fact that he would like if you liked him, but isn’t going to tell you what you want to hear in order to get you to do that. That makes his brand stand out in a world dominated by pandering pols.
The dilemma or paradox in this case is that in order to truly lead, you must have followers. So the question for someone like Chris Christie, whose basic philosophy is “This is who I am, and I don’t care if you like it or not,” is that he needs legislators, citizens, interest groups and the media to be supportive enough to get his policies enacted. Being a governor or a president is not the same as being the emperor. There are other stakeholders. Christie seemed to grasp this concept when he reluctantly compromised with Democratic legislative leaders on key aspects of his effort to cap or limit property tax hikes. There is a fine line between being seen as principled as opposed to being stubborn and inflexible. 
So, what fascinates me about Christie and his brand is that it represents a stark and graphic example to all of us, regardless of our profession, who too often try to soft pedal and nuance our message. We are so afraid of offending others that we wind up saying nothing in the effort to get everyone to like us.  Being popular has its benefits, but if being popular comes at the price of saying nothing, what’s the value?  

Pissing People Off
Chris Christie’s brand provides this powerful lesson, which General Colin Powell once told me in an interview: “If you’re not pissing someone off, maybe you’re not doing your job.” Christie pisses people off every day, and he doesn’t lose sleep over it. I’m not advocating that the rest of us go out and pick a fight just to be in a fight, but we shouldn’t be so afraid of the fight itself for fear that someone might be offended or put off. Could Christie soften his tone and therefore his brand just a little bit? Sure. (He did that on the property tax cap fight.) Could you get more bees with honey? Obviously. But this is who the guy is, and being true to himself, regardless of the consequences, has its benefits. Lots of respective political operatives and commentators at a particular moment have labeled Christie a future national political star.
I don’t know whether Christie is going to succeed politically long term or not. That’s not really the issue here. My takeaway, and I hope yours as well, is that being in someone’s face over something you really believe in is pretty damn refreshing in a world dominated by so many of us who measure every word, every action in an effort to stay in the middle of the road and not veer too much to one side or the other. Like him or not, Chris Christie is coming right at you, like a bull in a china shop. And, when he’s gone, you’ll know he was there. I kind of like it.  

Branding Lessons

Although, unlike Governor Christie, we can’t always use our official position to make people do what we feel strongly is the right thing, we still learn a thing or two from his leadership style:
· Above all, be confident in who you are and what you believe. It will help you communicate effectively when the heat is on.  
· Your style is the brand, so stay strong when you know you’re right.  But, remember, sometimes compromising is the best way to get half a loaf instead of coming up empty.
· Candor counts…a lot. Be honest with your beliefs, even when that honesty is not popular.   

· Sometimes, it’s okay to piss people off if that’s the only way to deal with a difficult situation or challenge.  
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