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Should Paris Hilton rebrand herself?  
 
This is a genuine question …seriously! Many people have a personal reputation 
but a select few have a genuinely valuable personal brand. That is, there is real 
brand equity in that person’s name; and it can be measured using the same 
methodology that one would use to measure corporate brands. 
 
Paris thrives on a personal brand – one very distinct from her famous hotel 
surname – and it is big business. There are estimates that in recent times, she 
has made US$30 million each year from simply lending her name to products, 
organizations, and places. Fans and detractors claim that she is famous for 
simply being famous but she is arguably the most recognised and photographed 
‘celebrity’ not just in America but in the world. Her actual and reality TV life is a 
magnet for the press. She might have been born with a very shiny and large 
silver spoon in her mouth but exploiting her personal brand has made her a vast 
fortune on top of her already (inherited) large fortune. We might not want to take 
Paris Hilton the person seriously but the personal brand that is ‘Paris Hilton’ – 
from a marketing point of view – needs to be taken seriously. Anyone who is 
given US$50,000-$75,000 just to show up at a night club has a seriously 
powerful brand. There are few more valuable personal brands in the world. Why 
else would John Singleton fly her out here to promote a new beer brand but for 
the pull of Paris? 
 
But when you are simply famous for being famous, there is a fine, albeit arbitrary 
line, between ‘celebrity’ and ‘infamy’. For a celebrity like Paris, when people 
become ‘sick of her’ and possibly even indifferent, the alarm bells start ringing. 
That is a personal brand in serious decline. 
 
Following her conviction for driving while disqualified (having been on probation 
for driving under the influence in September 2006 and subsequently suspended 
from driving,) Paris was sent to jail for a maximum of 45 days, of which 23 was to 
be mandatory. This was not in itself a problem for her brand. It was what 
happened subsequently that is doing the damage. 



 
After four days in jail, Paris was released (and returned to her mansion under 
home detention) because of an ‘undisclosed’ medical problem. This certainly did 
not sit well with a public that saw her in typical Paris party mode at the MTV 
Movie Awards the night before her first day in imprisonment. The next day, 
Prosecutors object to her early release and appearing back in court the following 
day, Paris was order to return to the Lynwood Detention Facility to serve out the 
remainder of her sentence.  
 
The sight and sound of Paris screaming and crying out that ‘it’s not fair’ played 
badly with the public. However, greater damage was done as a result of Paris’ 
interview with CNN’s Larry King immediately following her release. Where once 
the perception of Paris Hilton as dumb, vacuous, and insincere was perhaps 
seen as an act to promote her ‘frivolous blond’ brand image, the Larry King 
interview suggested that maybe she was actually frivolous, vacuous and 
insincere. Her statements on ‘changing herself’ seem insincere and empty. 
Trying to portray herself as a Bible reading, God fearing American was extremely 
unconvincing given that she could not even name one passage from the Bible 
that she liked. Telling us that she would now turn to works of charity to give 
meaning to her life appeared cynical. Looking Larry King in the eye to proclaim 
that she had never taken drugs was absurd given that there were widely 
distributed videos of herself clearly under the influence of marihuana and 
possibly other substances on the Internet. All in all, the Larry King interview was 
a disaster.  
 
Paris was never amongst the most admired people in America but countless 
polls and comments expressed overwhelming anger or disapproval of ‘Paris 
Hilton’ and even satisfaction if not delight at her recent plight. Overwhelming 
opinion suggested that Paris was anything from the ‘Most Hated’ celebrity to the 
person that best represented what was ‘Most Wrong’ about America.  
 
Anger and ridicule will subside but it remains to be seen what longer term 
damage this will do to the ‘Paris Hilton’ personal brand. If nothing else, the Paris 
camp is certainly worried. If there were not, they would not bother to go all out on 
a damage minimalisation campaign.       
 
 
Some serious branding questions 
 
The personal story of Paris Hilton is hardly an important one in the scheme of 
things. However, ‘Paris Hilton’ is one of the most valuable personal brands in the 
world. And her recent experience is an important ‘case study’.  
 
The way Paris reacted to imprisonment – the hysterical, ‘poor little rich girl’ 
response – was probably a genuine reaction in the sense that she would have 
never expected to spend time in jail. Given her life and lifestyle up to now, 



anytime in jail would have been a shock to her system. In this sense, the tears 
and hysteria – however undignified some believe it to be - was real. Spending 
time in jail because of repeated driving infringements would not in itself ruin such 
a powerful personal brand. In fact, when she was caught driving under the 
influence the first time, and driving whilst disqualified the second time, most of us 
would not have given it a second thought. In terms of her personal brand, it is 
what happens from now on after her release that will have the greatest impact.  
 
There were always three ways Paris could go.  
 
The first is to remain the same ‘Paris’: strut out of jail, tell the world how much 
she looks forward to her ‘Welcome back Paris’ party, portray the brief time in jail 
as an adventure, talk openly about flirting with guards and officials, make absurd 
comparison between jail food and caviar, tell the world how much she missed her 
Dom Perignon etc. In brief, her time in jail could be almost promoted as a ‘real 
life’ version of a Paris Hilton Simple Life program. Under this strategy, life goes 
on, the Paris personal brand is essentially still that of the silly, rich bimbo, and 
time in jail was simply part of the notoriety of Hollywood’s most recognised party 
girl.  
 
Second, Paris could have said nothing, done nothing, and lay low for several 
months. She could then wait for any bad public memories to fade, and also 
possibly give her time to reaffirm or rethink her existing personal brand. The 
danger with this is that this totally relinquishes any control over how the media 
might portray her in her absence. The media will want comment and reaction. If it 
doesn’t come from Paris, it will come from somewhere else that is real or 
fabricated. 
 
Third (and this is what she has tried to do), she could try to align her personal 
brand less to the Anna Nicole Smiths and more like the Princess Dianas of the 
world. Paris has hired ‘personal PR consultants’ to carefully select charities for 
her to promote. For example, helping just released inmates to find a new life is 
out of the question (since this would evoke memories of her jail stint) but forming 
a Paris Hilton school for disadvantaged kids is an option being considered. The 
PR consultant will tell Paris what to talk about, how to sound intelligent about it, 
and when to talk about it. Perhaps most important of all, the consultant will tell 
Paris how to convince others of the sincerity of the change, that she is indeed a 
changed person after the jail experience.  
 
Abraham Lincoln might have said that you can fool some of the people all of the 
time, and all of the people some of the time, but not all of the people all of the 
time. Cynics would say that the new Paris Hilton PR strategy would gladly accept 
one of the first two outcomes as a successful one. 
 
 
 



What about her personal brand? 
 
However, personal brands are rarely fungible. In other words, they are difficult to 
mold and change to fit different circumstances or needs. This arises for two 
reasons.  
 
First, personal brands are formed on the basis of perceived or actual character 
traits of that person. Just as it is generally difficult and hard work to convince 
people that we are a changed person, it is similarly difficult to change beliefs and 
perceptions that people have formed about us over many years. Paris has a 
long, hard road ahead if she is to convince us that three weeks in jail has 
triggered a cathartic change in her life. This is where the ‘insincerity’ element of 
her new PR makeover is likely to be a problem for her. 
 
Second, Paris’ brand in particular is difficult to change largely because it is a 
brand that lacks independent foundation, despite its glamour and media appeal. 
It is a brand that was formed and floats in mid air.  
 
Glamour can exist by itself or can be supported by independent foundations – 
other achievements or claims to fame besides fame itself. Princess Diana was 
the Princess of Wales – a powerful basis for a personal brand in itself if we can 
put it that way. People like Nicole Kidman or Angelina Jolie are both successful 
actresses and being so is part of their personal brand.  
 
Paris, on the other hand, is famous for being famous – and her parties, lifestyle, 
and general bimbo act, fed into this. John Singleton did not bring Paris out to 
promote Blonde beer because she had something meaningful in the past to say 
about land mines or climate change or Third World Debt. Nor was Paris’ glamour 
based on her fame as an actress or a Princess. It was because Paris Hilton 
stood for parties, the good and privileged life, and most of all, celebrity in and of 
itself. Her forays into reality TV, movies, and her first musical single were those 
of a celebrity dabbling in the arts of an actress or singer – very much in line with 
her frivolous personal brand positioning - not the other way around. That is her 
personal brand, and how she chose wittingly or unwittingly to position herself. It 
is this which has made her millions.  
 
But there is a problem from a marketing perspective. Perhaps it is time for her to 
reject this personal brand that she has built (for private reasons) but she would 
be undermining the very reason why she is at all famous and attracted attention 
in the first place. Given the way that she has conjured a personal brand and 
branded herself, declaring that she is now a reformed and pious citizen (even if it 
were sincere) undermines the very basis for her fame; why media outlets are so 
obsessed with her. Given this turn of events toward the ordinary and decent, 
advertisers like John Singleton who forked out big money for the old Paris might 
even feel a little short changed.        
 



There in lies her personal branding dilemma. Maintain it (her personal brand), 
and perhaps the public is becoming tired with it. Change it, and you risk 
destroying the brand – risk becoming uninteresting or irrelevant. We all know that 
Paris doesn’t need the money. But maybe she still wants the attention and the A 
list invites – and her personal brand at least got her that. A hybrid approach – 
part celebrity and part responsible citizen – isn’t as compelling as an all out 
socialite. There would be a certain decline in personal brand equity. 
 
Meanwhile, even if the media becomes morbidly fascinated by Paris’ struggle to 
redefine herself which is likely – hence guaranteeing more of Paris on magazine 
covers – there is no doubt that she would have lost significant control over her 
personal brand. That is a branding risk which any brand manager would be afraid 
of. Relinquishing control and letting the media redefine her new image is 
something her PR consultants were hired to prevent.  
 
To be fair to Paris, in all likelihood, she did not have a comprehensive personal 
branding plan even though she has become one of the most powerful personal 
brands in the world. She clearly liked the attention, took her opportunities to be 
famous, even worked hard at being famous, and rapidly built up the ‘Paris Hilton’ 
brand.  
 
But her current dilemmas show the dangers and limitations of creating a personal 
brand based almost solely on celebrity. It is not a personal brand strategy likely 
to offer sustainability or resilience. It is not a personal brand that is likely to 
successfully ‘evolve’. 
 


