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PREFACE


75 STEPS




It’s not just Joe the Plumber and the Maytag Repair Guy who have lost their jobs. Entire swaths of corporate middle management are gone. One-third of my college roommates have seen their positions eliminated or had to declare bankruptcy in 2009. It really feels like we’ve entered the Hobbesian state of nature out there: “nasty, brutish, and short.”


—JOHN PATTERSON (HARVARD CLASS OF 1994) SENIOR VP, KETCHUM PUBLIC RELATIONS (LAID OFF 3/2/09)










An economist walks past a hundred-dollar bill on the sidewalk and doesn’t pick it up. His friend asks why. “If it were worth something, someone else would have picked it up already.” And that sums up what Americans think today, the worst economic era since the Great Depression. Words like “devastation,” “carnage,” “crisis,” and “crash” have been thrown around like dimestore cigars, but they accurately describe not just what has happened to Wall Street but also to Main Street. They articulate not just what has happened to wealth but also to confidence.


The word “credit” comes from the Latin word that means “to believe.” The crisis in America and for 300 million Americans is the lack of credit, the lack of credibility, and the lack of confidence that has rocked our nation to its very core. At its worst, twenty-one thousand employees a day became unemployed, and the country’s jobless rate now sits at a numerical high Americans haven’t seen for many years. Shopping malls are now places for walking, not for shopping. Car dealerships are empty—if they’re lucky enough to still be in business. Sales of books like this one are down 10 percent. Simply put, nobody is spending because nobody has money anymore.


This economic upheaval hit with full force during the writing of this book, and it required almost a complete rewrite as bad news tumbled into worse.


The average American family had lost 9 percent of their household worth in just the last three months of 2008—the fastest disintegration of wealth in more than seven decades. In fact, a majority of families were reporting a drop of more than 25 percent in their household worth over the past year alone.


Pretty pessimistic stuff, and you’re going to read a lot of it on the following pages. But this book isn’t designed to bring you down. On the contrary, it has been written to help you identify and take full advantage of the numerous silver linings in even the darkest clouds. As you read this, an increasing number of Americans believe the bottom has been reached and that tomorrow will once again be better than today. At least they hope so. Fortunes are already being made by people who are able to spot an opportunity and seize the initiative. This book is filled with those stories—the marketing and advertising anecdotes that launched products and grew businesses in good times and bad. These success stories all had one thing in common: a genuine, accurate, and comprehensive understanding of the American people.


Know America and you will know the limitless opportunities waiting to be discovered. Ignore America and you will know difficulty, distress, and failure.


Perhaps the most remarkable characteristic of the American mind-set is the spirit and passion of its people to change and improve the human condition. As Bobby Kennedy said some forty years ago, “Some men see things as they are and ask why. I dream of things that never were and ask, ‘Why not?’” When I first envisioned this book several years ago, Americans were still among the most optimistic, forward-looking populations on the globe. No longer.


In our new reality, we need a new road map to help us figure out where we are going and how best to get there. This book is that road map—a snapshot of who we are, what we believe, and where we hope to go both as individuals and as a nation. I’ve opened my research vaults and utilized more than a decade of public-opinion polling to help explain and illustrate the American condition. Most of the public opinion cited in this book comes from my own personal experiences, having now polled and conducted focus groups in all fifty states. Many of the results and recommendations you will read appear here in print for the first time.


I see these next few years as an arduous journey through uncharted waters to a future that is as undefined as at any time in post-WWII America. I’m still confident we will arrive safely at our destination, but I’m less confident that the America of tomorrow will be as hopeful as the America of yesterday.


This book, as well as my life, has been enriched by the opportunity to explore the hows and whys of excellence from the eyes of those who are at the pinnacle of their careers. The highlight of that exploration may well have come on June 28, 2007. All the candidates for the Democratic nomination for president had come to Washington, DC’s Howard University for a forum sponsored by PBS and hosted by Tavis Smiley to address the issues of importance to people of color.


What the candidates didn’t know was that less than 100 feet from their stage, I was moderating a focus group of thirty-five undecided voters of color that would appear the following evening on PBS. What the focus group participants didn’t know was that MoveOn.Org had been leading a massive Internet, e-mail, and telephone campaign against my hosting of the event because of my previous association with the Republican Party. I have to give them credit. They had generated more than fifteen thousand calls and e-mails in protest. But thanks to the courage of Tavis Smiley, PBS didn’t balk, and the focus group went on as planned.


After the debate, I slipped over to the stage where the Democratic candidates, their staffs, and several journalists were still milling about and cajoled them to come walk the seventy-five steps it would take to talk to my focus group. Two of them said yes. The first to arrive was then-Senator Joe Biden, who walked right over to the participants and began shaking hands and taking pictures. You could see how moved he had been by the forum, at one point embracing an African-American woman, gently touching his head to hers, and whispering, “I understand. I’m with you.”


Moments after he left, I brought over the second candidate. Barack Obama had not been in good form that evening, and he knew it. “The campaign is like a decathlon,” he told me, “and these debates are my worst event.” But despite his disappointment, and against the urging of his advance team, he took the seventy-five steps to meet with the focus group, announcing to the startled but dazzled participants the words that adorn the back jacket of this book. His debate skills, lacking that evening, would dramatically improve in the months ahead.


You can learn a lot from listening to accomplished individuals talk about their craft. As Duke Basketball Coach Mike Krzyzewski explained to me when I asked him about the ongoing pursuit of excellence, “There’s a big difference between being a winner and a champion. Many people reach that bridge, but only one or two get to cross it.” In essence, this book is about listening—and learning from—the American people. Unlike the remarks of exceptional achievers like Coach K and Barack Obama about their professional experiences, the singular thoughts of any one American are not enough to provide true insight into the public hopes and private fears of the people as a whole. But over a career of talking to—and more importantly, listening to—thousands upon thousands of Americans, I have been able to study, aggregate, and appreciate the wisdom of an extraordinary people. Through this book, I can share that wisdom with you.


Among the most memorable conversations of my career was one with Jason Kidd, one of the great basketball point guards—not just of our time, but of all time. He had three simple words to explain his success on the court: “read, react, execute.” Read the basketball court not just as it looks at that instant but as it will look a split second later; react to the opportunities in front of you as they develop; and execute so that those opportunities are realized. That’s a good metaphor for What Americans Really Want…Really. But more important, that’s a good metaphor for life itself.


As of the closing of this book, the markets have stabilized, consumer spending has begun to return, and the danger signs are subsiding. While our individual financial condition may not be getting any better, at least it has stopped getting worse. But while the short-term economic outlook has improved, the long-term national pessimism remains—and that is the basis of this text. The psychological destruction caused by the meltdown of the housing market and an 18 percent plunge in the stock market in a single week—the worst collapse in American history—isn’t repaired overnight. These are core components of the American Dream, and it will take years, if ever, for the unbridled optimism of the 1980s and 1990s to return.




This book is not meant to be a simple snapshot of the American psyche on a particular date and time. Rather, it is meant to show just how radically our outlook has changed, and how it is essential to reset assumptions and expectations for the future.


DR. FRANK I. LUNTZ
 JULY 4, 2009

















INTRODUCTION


DO YOU REALLY KNOW WHAT AMERICANS REALLY THINK?




Cut through the management-speak, and the key to success is simple: Observe people going about their daily lives, identify their unmet needs, and come up with new products.


—A. G. LAFLEY CHAIRMAN OF THE BOARD, PROCTER & GAMBLE1










Do you really understand America?


Do you really know what your country thinks, how its citizens behave, and what they do when no one’s looking?


Companies live or die based on what researchers like me know and how well they respond, if at all, to what we tell them. Thanks to my work for dozens of Fortune 500 companies, hundreds of “Instant Response” dial focus groups, thousands of hours of face-to-face interviews with about 25,000 customers, employees, and voters, and telephone polls with more than one million Americans since 1992, I have had an unprecedented perch above the bedrooms, the living rooms, the boardrooms, the conference rooms, the operating rooms, and the classrooms of this great nation. From photo booths to voting booths, I have had the good fortune to observe and assess our habits, our interests, our hopes, and our fears. For anyone who ever asked the question, “What do Americans really want…really?” you’ll find the answers on these pages.


This book is written for the voyeur in all of us—the person who reads the survey graphic in USA Today before anything else…the person who takes polls online because they want to see what everyone else is thinking (and why they’re wrong)…the person who writes on a Web post that “everyone I know agrees with me” or starts off every political argument with the words “Americans don’t think that…” There’s a reason why polling dominated much of the 2008 political focus and why more media outlets do more political and cultural polling than ever before—it sells. And it sells because we’re intrigued. We want to know the dirty details; and we want to see where we stand relative to our neighbors, our friends, and our peers. We use polls we agree with to validate our point of view, while polls that challenge our assumptions are dismissed for their methodology or their inaccuracy. You know it’s true. How many times have you said to yourself, “Well, they didn’t poll me…” when you realize that some poll has you in the minority on some issue or behavior? What we say to pollsters is not always what we believe or how we behave when no one’s looking.


This book is not about lists of mind-numbing numbers. It’s about reality and the day-to-day contradictions that govern our lives.


Yet for all of the talk about “public opinion,” there is a stark lack of understanding about what Americans privately believe. This book will give you a peek inside the lives of Americans from the moment they open their eyes in the morning and pour that first cup of joe, until the moment they turn off the TV and slide back between the sheets at night. You’ll know what they do in their cars, in their offices, at home, and on vacation. This book will tell you how people think, how they feel, and how they make decisions at every moment of the day. It’s the true-life story of 300 million people and what makes them tick.


We’ve all heard the phrase “time is money.” This book operates under a stronger principle: “knowledge is wealth.” It is written with the often painful realization that in these incredibly difficult times, success in virtually any profession demands that we either understand what Americans really want or suffer the consequences.


And if you ask the average American what he or she really wants, the answer today is radically different from the heady optimism of the 1990s: freedom from fear.


Fear arrived on September 11, 2001. On that day, we learned the meaning of the phrase “Ground Zero,” first used to describe the devastation caused by the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It was a perfect metaphor for the instantaneous psychological and emotional impact that still continues to reverberate nearly a decade later.


But just as we were dusting ourselves off and getting back on our feet, Americans were once again struck by massive misfortune—only this time it was economically based. The slow but systemic destruction of wealth that had begun in early 2008 reached crescendo proportions over a ninety-six-hour stretch beginning September 14 with the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, the fire sale of the venerable Merrill Lynch to Bank of America, the impending collapse of Washington Mutual, and the ongoing bailouts of Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, and AIG. By the end of the year, trillions of dollars in corporate valuations and 401(k) savings had been washed away, and with it faith in the future. And in its wake came the rise of “Generation Zero”—the tens of millions of Americans who have lost all confidence in the political and economic institutions that have governed this country since its founding. For most of the past 230 years Americans have embraced their personalized Declaration of Independence as their own, and have engaged in the active pursuit of happiness. But for a population once almost incurably optimistic—aspirational in life and certain that tomorrow would be better than today—we are less happy, less secure, less confident, and less trusting than any generation since the Great Depression.*


The subheading on the lead story of USA Today’s June 12, 2009, issue said it all: “Workers fare worst since Depression.” The average employee is working just thirty-three hours a week—the fewest hours than at any time since the U.S. government began keeping these statistics in 1964. If you’re lucky enough to have a full-time job, forget even asking for a raise. Businesses slashed salaries 6.2 percent in the first quarter of 2009. And for those out of work, the average time since their last regular paycheck is 22.5 months—a post-Depression record.


It’s ugly out there. By the time you read this book, general economic conditions are likely to have improved. But the damage to our individual hopes and dreams will take years to repair.


So how do we rejuvenate and revitalize our lives as individuals and as a nation? Let me give away the answer in this introduction and use the rest of this book to explain how. We are desperate for the political-economic-social elixir that will restore our “peace of mind” or at least protect us from further harm. We definitely want those words—those exact words. But more important, we want that feeling of safety, security, and intergenerational improvement once again. It is a national imperative.


“What do Americans really want?” is an even more basic, fundamental question than “What do Americans want to hear?” which was the focus of my previous book Words That Work: It’s Not What You Say, It’s What People Hear. “What do Americans really want…really?” is the ultimate question that faces all of us who seek to provide products and services, govern communities, or simply help make life worth living for ourselves and for others on a daily basis. I put the emphasis on the word “really” because this book is, in essence, written by and for the American people. It has no ax to grind and no ideology to sell. What it does offer is the application of public opinion to address what genuinely matters most to most Americans:




	If you’re a parent, you’ll learn things about your kids you never knew, and you’ll find out what they’re doing when the door is closed. (If you still don’t know about “Twittering” or the meaning of the phrase “friends with benefits” or if the term “sexiled” scares you, you may want to skip Chapter Six.)


	If you’re an employee, you’ll realize why your managers don’t really understand you and why it’s so hard for you to communicate with them. In good times, you’ll know how to get a raise. In bad times, you’ll know how to keep your job.


	If you’re one of America’s 17 million small-business owners, you’ll discover the reasons why people buy and the reasons why they don’t—not what they may tell you, but what they say to me about you and your products and services when they have no incentive or need to be polite.


	If you’re a typical consumer, you’ll find out why the fresh produce is always at the front of the grocery store, why hotel registration is increasingly stuck at the back of the lobby, and why service personnel should stop asking “Can I help you?”


	And if you’re one of the tens of millions of Americans in their sixties and seventies, you’ll be comforted to know you’re not alone in realizing that the word “retirement” doesn’t actually mean “retired” any longer.







The truth is, individual Americans have no clue what we actually think as a country or where we stand within a population that’s increasingly segmented and separated by language, culture, and customs. Consider the following amusing examples:




	90 percent of Americans think they’re smarter than the average American. That means tens of millions of people are flat-out wrong.



	61 percent of Americans think they’re more attractive than the average man or woman. Wrong again, though who would have thought that people are more likely to overestimate their intelligence than their appearance?





Our perception of who we are, what we think, and how we behave is determined in part by where we grew up, how we grew up, our current socioeconomic status, and our access to the outside world. It’s hard to have a good handle on what Americans believe and want because the United States is so diverse. There are 300 million of us, and we are more like a vegetable stew than a melting pot: lots of different ingredients, each separate and distinct. With that in mind, consider this your recipe book—for understanding the American people.


Even with increasing mobility, global awareness, and interaction (thanks to the Internet as well as cheaper airfares), a working-class family in Mississippi doesn’t know what life is like for the residents of the tony Upper East Side of Manhattan, and vice versa. The assumptions are wrong and the stereotypes unfortunate. A number of years ago, I did a project for Southern Company, one of America’s great electric utilities, headquartered in Atlanta with operations throughout Georgia, Florida, Alabama, and Mississippi. I asked a focus group of middle-class residents from suburban Chicago to give me one word or phrase to describe a company of that name. The responses: “hick,” “dumb,” “backward,” and my personal favorite, “dueling banjos.” As a people, Americans tend to look down on individuals with a pronounced Southern accent, and yet some of the most innovative corporations and cutting-edge technologies are bursting out of Atlanta, Charlotte, and the North Carolina Research Triangle. Business executives from Dallas and Houston may sound like good ol’ boys, but they’re brilliant with oil and gas, and they’ve outsmarted many a Yankee who tried to take advantage of them. The South may yet rise again.




I wrote this book in part because I’m tired of all the stereotypes and erroneous assumptions that we have absorbed through pop culture, television, movies, and the media. I’ve spent the better part of the last two decades getting to know this country more intimately than I ever thought possible, and I’ve had enough of our simple ignorance of what exists beyond our own little worlds.


I have heard too many business executives who earn more than half a million dollars a year claim to be middle-class.


I have seen too many politicians ignore the obvious signs of discontent among their constituents, telling friends that their reelection would be “a cakewalk” hours before they were thrown out of office.


I have watched too many teenagers beg for more adult attention in their lives to give them a reason to stay off the streets, and their parents surprised when the kids just give up and disengage or, worse, engage in behavior hazardous to their health.


I have been moved to tears when grandparents in their late sixties have to return to work because the promise of the American Dream lost out to the reality of their financial nightmare.


I have witnessed the ruinous behavior of senior vice presidents in Fortune 100 companies willfully ignoring facts presented to them because they don’t want to look bad to their CEOs.


Keep making those daily decisions based on bad information. Keep ignoring what is really happening in your neighborhood, your state, and your country. If you don’t understand what Americans think, then you don’t understand the future of America—or your own future. And you will keep making the wrong decisions based on bad information every time.


But there are exceptions.


Media mogul Rupert Murdoch wasn’t even born in America, but he sees and hears things that other Americans do not.


Owner of The Wall Street Journal, The New York Post, the Times of London, Fox News, 20th Century Fox, and a dozen other newspapers, television stations, and online giant MySpace, Murdoch is constantly on the prowl for more ways to reach more consumers. At a secluded weekend retreat for his top executives in 2006, Murdoch listened intently to presentations about how various parts of his News Corp media empire planned to connect with customers, expand their reach, and deliver more profit. The Pacific Ocean was only steps away, but the idyllic setting could not mask the anxiety in the room. Jobs were clearly on the line.




Early on day one, a focus group of late teens and early twentysomethings I had convened attacked Murdoch’s companies—and Murdoch himself—for being completely out of touch with their generation and lacking any content worth paying for. At one point, one of the kids, a visual throwback to the 1960s, yelled out, “You don’t know us, and we don’t need you!” Murdoch leaned over to former News Corp president Peter Chernin and whispered, “They’re right, you know.” His various news outlets were challenged by the focus group participants for being pro-Republican, pro-conservative, and anti-youth, but it was only the last criticism that raised any concerns in the room.


By the third day, Murdoch was in full boil. Exasperated by what he believed to be a dangerous disconnect between his team and what he called “the emerging consumer,” he interrupted a presentation from one of his editors and belted out:




I know you people think I’m too old. Well, after listening to you, I think you’re too old. I don’t want to hear what you want. I want to hear what your consumers want, and I expect you to give it to them!





Murdoch was furious that his management team was so out of touch. Here was a septuagenarian who had a better grasp of what a twenty-one-year-old really wants from the news than managers half his age or younger.


To be successful, you have to be willing to set aside what you know, even if it took you a lifetime to learn it. You have to listen, constantly, to a cacophony of information and learn to synthesize the bits and bytes that will help your business grow today, so you can prepare for and prosper in the future. That’s the mission of this text.


The aerospace industry is a perfect illustration of a business sector that’s fallen out of touch and out of love with America. In the 1960s and early ’70s, we admired the astronauts not out of respect for the incredible science or the fact that they were able to explore outer space or walk on the moon, but because of a personal relationship with them. Kids knew the astronauts’ names. Adults named their children after them. We all drank Tang because the astronauts drank Tang, even though it was virtually undrinkable. For several years, young people most wanted to be an astronaut when they grew up.


But that was then. Being an astronaut has long since fallen out of the top ten most desired occupations. Americans no longer appreciate or even recognize that computerization and miniaturization came right out of the space program. Aerospace engineers created the technology that contributed to the development of microwave ovens, satellites, MRIs, CAT scans, and computer chips that can store this book on your laptop in a small fraction of its capacity. For all that they have done and continue to do for America and the world, aerospace should be just as intriguing to us today as when man first landed on the moon four decades ago. Yet the aerospace industry is failing to connect because it has failed to explain its relevance to the American people—how its successful experiments and innovation factor into so many of the modern conveniences and high-tech advances our society has made in the last half century. Today’s space station may yield tomorrow’s new MRI technology, but no one cares. It just doesn’t matter anymore, not because people don’t care about the origin of new technology but because the aerospace industry doesn’t relate that technology to their day-to-day lives.


Another form of information failure is willful ignorance. There was a time in the 1970s and 1980s when driving a Cadillac was a symbol of status and success. Or as Baseball Hall of Fame slugger Ralph Kiner once said, “Hitters of home runs drive Cadillacs, singles hitters jalopies.” Today, nobody wants a Cadillac (other than the Escalade), except maybe Morty Seinfeld—and that’s in reruns, no less. And who can blame them? American cars are out of style because the car companies failed to listen and respond to what Americans really wanted. My first job out of college was for the Wirthlin Group, pollsters to Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and General Motors. I remember listening to a GM executive proclaim during our presentation that “GM is back” when he saw that young people gave their vehicles their highest ratings of any age group. What he didn’t acknowledge, even though the data was right there in front of him, was that young people gave every automotive company high ratings, but that new drivers ranked GM at the bottom compared to all the other car companies. I scribbled the word “idiot” on a legal pad. I wish I had saved the note. Great information. Bad analysis.


For twenty years, Americans asked for cars that were reliable and long-lasting. That’s what they really wanted. For twenty years the U.S. auto industry heard the public outcry for more fuel-efficient vehicles, yet they ignored it. When Toyota launched its bold Prius hybrid in Japan in 1997 and worldwide in 2001 to great fanfare, Detroit scoffed. Said an auto executive at the time, Americans wouldn’t buy it because the hybrid “didn’t have the kick” of a traditional engine. They were wrong. Horribly wrong.


Toyota, on the other hand, knew the days of cheap gas were numbered and did something about it. That smart, forward-looking strategy paid off when gas prices hit $4 per gallon in 2008 and SUV sales took a nosedive. For years you had to put your name on a waiting list to buy a Prius—that’s how badly the Big Three auto execs misunderstood the public. By the time they finally started listening, the public had given up on them.


I’d like to tell you that for every business horror story, there is a success story that quantifies the value of knowing what Americans really want, but that’s actually not true. There are many more business failures than success stories, which is why it is so important to understand what people really want.


As someone who spends more nights a year in a hotel room than at home, I can tell you the Westin Hotel group made a brilliant move with its “Heavenly Bed” concept, launched in 1999. Most midlevel business hoteliers believed in the bargain basement Red Roof Inn philosophy, that the amenities in the room didn’t really matter because people spent such a short time in it, and most of that time with the lights off anyway. Westin, seeking to raise the bar and appeal to upscale business travelers without a Four Seasons expense account, conducted extensive public-opinion research only to discover that the bed does matter—because people spend eight hours in it. The CEO of Starwood Hotels at the time, Barry Sternlicht, modeled it after his own bed at home because that’s what consumers said they wanted most from a hotel—“a bed just like the one they slept in at home.” After testing literally hundreds of mattresses and linens, the Heavenly Bed was born—“10 layers of pure comfort, one extraordinary sleep experience”—and the Westin brand spiked in popularity.2


The bed isn’t the only hotel room amenity that really matters. Can you guess what comes in second? With more than 23,000 beds at 150 properties in 23 countries, Diamond Resorts is the largest privately owned vacation ownership company in the world. In a global research study, they found that “relaxation” was the number one priority of their members and the most common definition of a good vacation. Digging deeper, the most important component of relaxation wasn’t the nearby attractions or the comfort of the lobby or the great dinner they had the night before. It was how well they slept. And after the bed, the single greatest factor in sleep was the pillow. So the CEO, Stephen Cloobeck, had a box with about thirty pillows from all over the globe delivered to his home in Las Vegas, and he tested each one over a two-week period for length, weight and, in his words, “puffiness.” The winner—a thirty-five-ounce pillow that guests now beg to buy. Not surprisingly, his resorts frequently have the highest customer satisfaction levels of any in the travel industry because he delivers what travelers really want.


In the skies, Southwest Airlines ranked number one in a December 2008 survey of business and opinion leaders,3 despite the fact that only a fraction of business executives actually fly Southwest regularly. Why? The airline has a great reputation because it delivers the two things Americans want most from flying: a guaranteed cheap ticket and a highly likely on-time arrival (a safe plane is assumed). True, the flight attendants are actually pleasant, compared to the surly service on the legacy airlines (“No, you can’t have another minuscule package of peanuts, and don’t even think about asking for a free soda refill”). Dig deeper into the public psyche and you’ll learn that the emotional truth passengers want more than anything else when flying is the confidence that comes with predictability. People know exactly what they’re getting with Southwest—the guarantee of a cheaper flight. They’re willing to put up with slightly longer lines and group seating because they’re absolutely, positively saving money. These customers don’t care about first-class; they couldn’t afford it anyway. Sure, they’d like more leg room, but as American Airlines realized the hard way, they’re not willing to pay enough for it to justify the financial loss of several rows of seats in the back of the plane to accommodate more room up front. Southwest realized before anyone else that gone are the days when flying was about glamour, privilege, and even comfort—so why fight it? Market toward what consumers expect from a product today, rather than trying to recapture the past. Flying is today’s mass transit. Much like on subways and buses, customers will accept airplane crowding and a distinct lack of glam as long as it is cost-effective and reliable. (For those taking notes, reliability is the number one American wish for products and services.)


Similarly, JetBlue is an upscale adaption of the Southwest model. If Southwest is for working-class, slightly older Americans, JetBlue, founded in 1999 on the premise of “bringing humanity back to air travel,” targeted the more youthful and upwardly mobile middle class.* These people can’t afford first-class either, but they appreciate the sense of exclusivity that JetBlue offers. In addition to comfortable leather seats and inexpensive tickets, JetBlue recognized the boredom of air travel—the number one complaint about flying—and built TVs into every seatback to overcome it. Each passenger can surf thirty-six free channels of DIRECTV, a simple but welcome diversion. For six years in a row, Condé Nast Traveler readers recognized JetBlue as the “Best Domestic Airline.” 4 No surprise. Consumers talk. JetBlue listens.


Las Vegas has figured out a path to success—twice—all because it knows more about its customers than its customers know about themselves. Vegas businesses invest heavily in polling and research—more than any other vacation destination—to help them understand what consumers truly want. And then they act on it. The gambling mecca transformed itself into a family destination when family travel was the big thing in the 1980s and 1990s. Excalibur and Treasure Island were created to give the kids something to do. Soon, every casino had to offer some sort of indoor theme parks, outdoor roller coasters, world-class circus acts, and 4-D experiences with SpongeBob SquarePants.


But when the family vacation idea began to lose steam, Vegas invented a concept that became one of the best-known television slogans of all time: “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.” It’s entertaining, with a bit of tongue-in-cheek intrigue—what naughty thing did you do? The ad campaign gave adults permission to be adults, to be a slightly different person after sunset in a city that truly never sleeps. As life became more stressful, people needed a place to let loose and let go. Vegas provided the escapist climate and experience they craved at a price they could actually afford.†




My first experience going undercover for a client was for Las Vegas impresario Steve Wynn to understand what Vegas consumers really want from a hotel and casino experience. I poked around resorts, looking for designs or amenities or services and then asked customers whether any of them were worth emulating. But let me be clear: Wynn never copies anything. He wants to know if anyone else has anything worth surpassing. His properties may not have the largest rooms, but they are the most tastefully designed. He may not offer the most amenities, but his are always the best. His rooms are stocked not just with luxury shampoos and lotions but with toothbrushes and razors—the things you’d expect at a Four Seasons—only Wynn’s are of an even higher quality. Steve Wynn’s goal is simple: to make your stay memorable. His latest hotel, called Encore, is a $2 billion resort featuring a mosaic made from red and orange Swarovski crystals.5 Now that’s memorable. And even Wall Street has recognized the excellence of Wynn—the only major publicly owned casino company in Vegas not fighting off bankruptcy.


This is part of differentiating what Americans want from what they really want. When it comes to travel, we’ll choose the low frills price option to get where we’re going, but we’ll pay more to get more when we arrive.


As you can already tell, much of this book comes from my own personal experiences. I have lived by the maxim A. G. Lafley talks about at the beginning of this chapter. You might not know it to look at me, but pudgy people can still be quite stealthy. I know the American people at home and at work, and I know what they want and what they don’t. I have driven routes with a FedEx driver and walked the distribution centers of Lowe’s. I’ve played $1,000 hands of blackjack (with the casino’s money) to learn what high rollers in Vegas really want, and I’ve been behind the counter at McDonald’s (with snacking privileges). I know exactly how long it takes to board a 747 aircraft—thirty-eight minutes—and how many hotel rooms I could clean in a day (thirteen, though the industry standard is closer to sixteen). I am the ultimate secret shopper, and my job is to watch, listen, and learn. I’ve personally observed how companies interact with their customers and treat their employees. Then I took note of the unfiltered reactions of these everyday Americans. And in this book, I have woven these observations together with the threads of focus-group research and polling to display the true fabric of American sentiment.




My favorite undercover assignment was to hunt for apartments in New York, Washington, and San Francisco as a prospective renter on behalf of Stellar Management. I watched for whether the rental reps actually knew the apartment’s amenities, whether they called me by my first name, whether they allowed me the time to explore on my own, and whether they asked me more questions than I asked them. Most important, did they seem to love showing the apartment to show me how much I would love living there? Rob Rosania, a principal in the company, had more passion for his properties, his renters, and their well-being than anyone I had ever met in real estate, and it helped his company weather the economic storm better than most. Never underestimate the power of passion in the sales and customer satisfaction process, or overestimate the success of the hard sell.


Not long ago, Kroger sent me to “secret-shop” at some of their grocery stores. Not surprisingly, lighting is one of the critical factors for shoppers. People want to see the food before they put it into their carts. They want to examine it, make sure it’s clean and fresh. They want to check the expiration dates. They want to know what they’re getting. We may eat in dimly lit restaurants and drink in dark bars all week long, but we want bright light in our grocery stores so we know we’re getting what we paid for. If your supermarket is dark, customers will wonder about the produce and they’ll take their business elsewhere. And what do people want most from a grocery store? Fresh produce. How do you make fresh produce look fresh? Spray it gently with a slight mist to give it a just-picked, dewy look. Lighting, misting, perfuming—it’s all staging to spell “fresh” to the shopper because that’s what the shopper really wants.


Presentation is important in retail, but customer interaction matters even more. With all due respect to the management of almost every store in America, listen up: You teach and train every employee to ask “Can I help you?” Big mistake. We’ve been socially trained to push strangers away, so the simple offer of help by someone you don’t know most often elicits a no-thank-you. If you want to deliver what Americans really want, your opening line to your would-be customer can and must be a great deal more personalized and humanized. More on this later.


Timing also matters. The next time you find yourself at the grocery checkout, notice how the clerk asks if you found everything you needed. Think about it. Why do they ask you at checkout? There are three people behind you, everyone is looking at what you bought, and the social pressure to keep the line moving is so great that no customer would dare stop the process to get that jar of dill pickles they couldn’t find or the carton of cottage cheese they came to the store for in the first place and then forgot. If you had been asked while you were still cruising your cart down aisle three, it would have been a lot more helpful to you and more profitable for the store.


Often the customer is looking for “expertise.” Throughout much of the 1990s I was a secret shopper for financial services at Merrill Lynch, with disastrous results. Most of the brokers—they are currently “financial advisers”—had no clue how to connect on a human level with a potential customer. They had all read the employee manual about how to sell Merrill Lynch services without really understanding that you can’t sell retirement and finances with a script. After a few weeks of listening, I advised them to throw away the canned lines and instead to “individualize, personalize, and humanize” their approach. Money is too personal and too important to people to generalize the approach. They also had the wrong job title with “financial adviser.” Anyone can give advice—and anyone can get advice from the personal finance section of the bookstore or on the Internet these days. But an “investment specialist” has specific training and is therefore more trusted because it suggests a higher level of expertise and wisdom, not just run-of-the-mill advice. A specialist is, well, special. They never did change their lexicon, and it’s too late now.


 


When I first sketched the concept for this book in mid-2007, the U.S. economy was on a roll—an upward roll, that is. The Dow Jones Industrial Average reached a record 14,164 on October 9, 2007. The financial meltdown since then has devastated our trust in institutions, shattered our confidence in the future, and thoroughly undermined our economic and emotional equilibrium. This book had to be completely rewritten because we’re just not the same people today that we were in October 2007, and we don’t have the same priorities. Ask Americans, and most will tell you they’re worried, anxious, even angry about the world around them and angry with America. Our financial system now has the dubious distinction of weathering the worst slide since the Great Depression. Records were being made as fast as money was being lost—worst one-week drop since 1933, worst October in twenty-one years, and so on. And in this economic deluge, the average working American has less than sixty days’ savings put away for a rainy day—and one-fifth of us have no savings at all. That’s a lot of people in a lot of pain.


President Barack Obama may come to regret his stunning political success. He inherited an economy in crisis and a people hungry for leadership. Americans are still angry about gas that once cost them $4 a gallon and the taxpayer-funded bailout of Wall Street that lined the pockets of too many CEOs as they were laying off thousands of workers and buying million-dollar commodes. America’s unbending belief in the American Dream is waning, along with their belief that government and business will do the right thing. They don’t like anyone. They don’t trust anyone. And for the first time since the early 1940s, the future looks even bleaker than the present.


Remember Ronald Reagan’s classic question to the nation during his 1980 debate with then-President Jimmy Carter: “Are you better off today than you were four years ago?” Almost no one can answer in the affirmative in 2009. Nine out of ten people say they have been personally affected in some way by the economic crisis—often tragically. Worse yet, they think it’ll take years to dig out of this financial hole—one-third think it will take a decade or longer. And 11 percent even say, “We’ll never fully recover.”


Remember the now-famous words bellowed by Howard Beale in the 1976 movie Network? “I’m mad as hell, and I’m not going to take it anymore!” Turns out he is in good company. For the first time ever, a majority of the country now fears the next generation will inherit a world worse than this one. Simply put, these people are mad as hell.


Our national confidence is in pieces, our personal expectations shattered. We’ve seen bad things happen to our friends and family, and we feel hopeless to prevent it. Our horizon is narrower than ever before. We can only look ahead to the next day, the next month, and if we are thinking “long-term,” next year. Defining the future as being twenty years from now—that time span died years ago. Our quality of life has become a day-to-day proposition. From the moment we wake up until the moment we go to sleep, we’re desperately looking for proof to suggest an improvement—any improvement—in our condition. We want evidence that our lives will be better—social life, political life, economic life, cultural life. Maybe that’s why so many millions of Americans got stung by day-trading in the 1990s and house-flipping a few years later. The exploration for the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel has become a day-to-day struggle—only now we believe that the approaching light is actually a train that is going to hit us head-on.


Even “trust” has collapsed. We have little tolerance now for promises that were meant to be broken and pledges that were never meant to be kept. People used to trust their spouses, their kids, their employees, and their neighbors. We don’t trust anyone anymore—just ask the booming private detective industry. We have no faith in political leaders, no faith in business leaders, and no faith in institutions. We are even losing faith in faith itself. There was a time when the clergy was the most trusted profession in America. But thanks to the Catholic Church sex scandal and subsequent cover-up—as well as scandals among Protestant and Jewish leaders—there was a meltdown that affected everybody’s faith in organized religion, Catholic or not. It was a seminal moment that caused real damage to our psyche.


The person we trust most is “the American people.” It’s why Joe the Plumber caught on during the 2008 presidential campaign (until his story was beaten to death by the media). We assume the Average Joe is more capable because he’s less likely to be corrupt. Frankly, he doesn’t have time for corruption. He’s just trying to keep his head above water. So strong is this belief, that when the truth came out about Joe the Plumber—that he wasn’t really self-employed, that he didn’t earn anywhere near $200K a year, that he wasn’t a licensed plumber, and that his name wasn’t even Joe (it was Sam)—it really didn’t matter! Joe the Plumber had become an icon for the angry American small-business owner. His story took on a life of its own because it was their story, even if it wasn’t actually his.


So what do Americans really want?


It is the ultimate question that faces businesses every day. Will we pay money for a parking meter or drive an extra few blocks to find free parking? Will we still pay $4 for a cup of coffee at Starbucks or make it at home for a fraction of the cost? When did our lives get so hectic that we can’t even slow down to order fast food? Why do we get anxious waiting for a microwave dinner that takes just five minutes to cook? If you understand how people think, live, and behave, you can predict the next great consumer breakthrough.


We have become a prickly, schizophrenic society with contradictions and hypocrisies that would make even Eliot Spitzer blush. We claim we want Social Security saved and strengthened, but then we vote against those who try to reform it. We say we want less-expensive health care, but then we rebel when it doesn’t give us access to all the treatment we want. We claim we want quality, but then we buy the cheapest item on the shelf. So how do we prioritize in this tough economic, political, and cultural environment? The more you know about how people think and feel, the more comfortable you’ll be in making either ten-dollar choices or ten-million-dollar decisions.


 


This book is about understanding priorities, not trivialities or frivolities. It is about all the contradictions, large and small, between what we want and what we really need.


Consider this an invitation—an invitation to view the American psyche as it actually is, not as it once was or as we wish it would be. Allow me to disassemble the preconceived notions we have about one another. Let’s lay all the pieces of the American condition out in front of us, openly and honestly. And then let’s put the pieces back together in a way that actually resembles the society in which we live. If you’re looking for a real discussion of our public hopes and private fears, wants, and needs, you’ve come to the right place.


There is practical information in this book that will help you make key business decisions. It is for business owners and executives who want to learn how to improve their services, grow their companies, and connect with their customers. It’s also written for elected officials who must understand that the responsibility is on them to restore their credibility and rebuild America’s optimism—and make the right sort of changes for people who voted for them and those who will follow generations from now.


But even if your job doesn’t require you to guide corporate policy or seek reelection every two years, there is plenty in here for you, too. We all share a continuing responsibility to better understand one another. Understanding is an essential underpinning for our community. The more we have of it, the better—especially at a time when our public institutions are wavering.


My hope is that this book brings you closer to your neighbors and them closer to you. This isn’t about the guy next door who sprays grass clippings on your yard or the kid across the street who rides his bike onto your lawn. This book is written for the Salt Lake suburbanites who want to know more about their inner-city neighbors in Detroit. It’s for the latte lovers at Pike Place in Seattle who are interested in the lives of their Wrangler-wearing neighbors in West Texas.


Your neighbor is every American who resides from sea to shining sea and all points in between. Take this opportunity to meet them, listen to them, and learn from them. This is your chance to understand what they really, really want out of life.


WHAT AMERICANS REALLY WANT RIGHT NOW
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I CAN SEE CLEARLY NOW:


What Americans Really Want in Their Daily Lives




What women want: To be loved, to be listened to, to be desired, to be respected, to be needed, to be trusted, and sometimes just to be held. What men want: Tickets for the World Series.


—DAVE BARRY


Be glad that you’re greedy; the national economy would collapse if you weren’t.


—MIGNON MCLAUGHLIN (AUTHOR)










The alarm buzzes insistently, pulling us out of bed and into the maelstrom of daily life. On comes the television so you know whether your company has gone bankrupt the night before or if today is going to be a wet one, and if traffic is going to be a nightmare or just the usual morning hassle. Set the shower temperature to exactly the same degree, use the same soap, same shampoo and conditioner, reach for the towel hung exactly in the same place it was the day before and the day before that. Stumble to the kitchen for a quick breakfast, or maybe grab coffee at exactly the same place on your way in to work. You leave the house at the same time each day and take the same route to work—unless you’re running late, which you probably are.




Breaking into the morning ritual is for business what teenagers are to new-product development: the earlier you hook ’em, the more loyal they become. Mornings are about habits; at night, you have time, and that means choices and decisions. Every night can be a different experience. But in the morning, people are creatures of a routine that can last for years. Once people develop those habits, it’s almost impossible to break them. And for business, once you’re in their morning routine, it’s almost impossible to be dethroned.


Americans have bedrock favorites. Hamburgers are our favorite food, far more than apple pie and hot dogs. Our favorite vehicle is still a pickup truck. Our favorite sport is football (even though people still call baseball America’s pastime). We salute the American flag as the ultimate symbol of our American-ness, and gaze in wonder at the Statue of Liberty, the structure most symbolic of America’s pride and patriotism, despite having been designed and built in France. We consider the Fourth of July as the most “American” day of the year. Hometown parades, barbecuing in the backyard, fireworks—all in honor of the birth of our nation. Two sporting events come next: the Super Bowl and the World Series.


Other American hallmarks are more subtle, but just as impactful. This chapter will help you understand the daily habits of Americans, from morning to night. We’ll follow them as they commute to work, eat in restaurants, and we’ll even peek into their bedrooms. For those of you in the business of selling products, you must understand people and their habits in order to become their habit.


GETTING OUT OF BED


A majority of Americans now begin most of their days in the dark. I’m not making a judgment on their level of awareness; I mean it literally. People who live in the far suburbs and beyond in the newly developed exurbs are up before the sun rises because they want the bigger homes with the larger lawns and are therefore saddled with the longest commutes. More than one-third of working Americans are awake by six a.m. and out the door by seven a.m. for a commute to work that is an hour or longer. In fact, more than 3 million Americans travel fifty miles or more one-way to get to work. The opportunities for connectivity and product placement in these early hours of the day are limitless—and essential—for any business seeking to establish itself as a daily need rather than just an occasional desire.


In that first encounter with consciousness, people want to know what’s going on in their community, their state, the country, and the world. For those first few seconds, the morning news isn’t a luxury—it’s a lifeline. Television beckons us first with what matters most to us—weather (to determine what we wear) and traffic (to determine when we leave and what route we take). The radio isn’t relevant unless and until we get into our cars.


And the newspaper that once sat at your front door isn’t relevant at all. Are you one of the 2,733 people who gave up reading The New York Times last month? At just about the time you read this book, the daily circulation rate for the so-called “newspaper of record” will sink below one million people for the first time in decades. They’re not alone. Other than The Wall Street Journal, all 25 of the most read daily newspapers across the country lost print readership in 2008.6 While print readership has declined for several years, the pace of collapse is accelerating. The fact is, people under age thirty don’t read the print edition of newspapers anymore, and almost no one reads the classifieds, help-wanted, or full-page color advertisements that paid for the reporters, the photographers, the graphic artists, and the small profit for the owners. If you want to buy, sell, lease, or rent anything, it’s all done online—and that’s not going to change. For example, 85 percent of all apartment referrals that come from advertising are now generated from online sources. Put another way, less than 15 percent of all apartment rentals were in response to a newspaper ad.7


So how do you find out what part of the world blew up the night before—and which city is in flames right now? The answer matters, because we want to know what everyone else will be talking about at work so we won’t seem uninformed or disengaged. But no longer is it necessary to hold the news in our hands or settle for news that is ten hours old. You can get the weather, traffic, and a dollop of news from multiple sources without leaving your bedroom thanks to the Internet.* And now the news comes to you courtesy of news alerts that are sent directly to your phone—a popular application among twentysomethings who care enough about the world around them to stay informed.








LESSONS FROM AMERICA


A warning to marketers and merchandisers: Just because people are watching and listening to morning programming doesn’t mean they’re paying attention. On the contrary, we have done studies to test the recall of consumers to advertisements and product placements, and the results are horrible. The size of the audiences tuned in may be increasing but their attention span is not. A better strategy is to sell morning-related products at the end of the evening (ten p.m. or later) when people are paying attention and planning for the next day’s activities.







For everyone else, there’s the Today show, Good Morning America, and the other wake-me-up-but-not-too-loudly breakfast television programming. But these programs need to be available when viewers want to watch. The three cable networks have discovered the early nature of their viewers and now start their programming at six a.m. Sure enough, some of the highest ratings on the East Coast are at the 6:45 a.m. quarter hour, just before people head out the door. By the time the Today show and Good Morning America come on the air at seven a.m., much of their would-be audience has already left the building. Another note to programmers: simulcasting the network morning show on the radio is a way to build audience—remember all those minutes spent in the car? The morning-show hosts may not want to get up any earlier, but the rest of America has to, and at some point in the next five years you’ll see the networks adjust their schedules accordingly. Six a.m. is the new seven a.m.


One caveat about morning habits in a family: the traditional gender roles still hold true. In two-parent families, it’s Mom who wakes the kids, gets them dressed, throws together breakfast (it’s a stretch to suggest that breakfast is “cooked” anymore), feeds the pets, and gets everyone out the door. Rightly or wrongly, women are responsible for the home and family—and that means getting the children ready for school or day care in the morning. Dad, for the most part, only has to motivate himself to get out of bed, get ready for work, and perhaps drop a family member off at a convenient location. Women have the additional stress of self and family—multiple showers, multiple breakfasts, multiple lunches. That means they have the most powerful voice in those morning products and services, and because they are loyal to what works for them, they rarely break from habit and tradition.


GETTING TO WORK


Watch the average American in the final moments before they leave for work.


Cell phone? Check, hooked on your belt or in your pocket or in your bag or purse.


Laptop? Check, in the briefcase.


BlackBerry? Check, in your pocket, bag, or purse.


Wallet? Check. Or at least a debit card.


Keys…oops, most likely to have gone missing because they matter less to you than your other gadgets. (Note to marketers: it’s time to pitch a Never Lost system for car keys.)


Even before you leave the house, you’ve probably been online, checked your e-mail, made or received a cell phone call, and if you’re thirty or younger, received a text message.


But the transition to work begins the moment you step outside your home. At that moment, you’re out in the World and girding for what the World is going to throw at you. It’s the second-most unpleasant moment of the day (after waking up) for many Americans, and yet we do it day in, day out for decades. Put your key in the ignition, start your car, back out of the garage, and head off to work. It’s a painful daily occurrence that has become even more excruciating in recent years. But since we spend so much time in cars, and because we are so thoroughly dissatisfied with the experience, there are ample opportunities for businesses to meet unmet commuter needs—and for Americans to live their daily lives as clean and green as they talk.


Americans are quite good at supporting “bold action” for the greater good, but their actual record of personal participation and self-sacrifice is spotty at best. Our collective intentions are clear, but our individual follow-through is inconsistent. Nowhere is this more evident than in issues involving the environment.










THE COFFEE CONUNDRUM


“The Best Part of Waking Up Is Folgers in Your Cup.”


“Coffee is for closers.” Go ahead and chuckle, but coffee is serious business. Americans drink more coffee than anyone on the planet—400 million cups of coffee every day.8 More than half of all Americans (57 percent) have at least one cup a day, and a majority of them start their mornings with coffee and keep up their caffeine intake well into the afternoon. The average twentysomething drinks three cups of coffee a day, and 17 percent of all adults drink a “gourmet” coffee every day. All this coffee consumption isn’t just about thirst. People think it improves their mental focus and actually believe coffee is healthy for them (hold the whipped cream and caramel…).9


Coffee used to be simple—a pot brewed at home with the old standby Maxwell House, or an even simpler approach—Taster’s Choice instant coffee. For those who wanted their coffee on the run, every diner and deli offered a standard 99-cent cuppa joe. Then Starbucks exploded this routine daily beverage into an upscale, $4 “coffee experience.” By building the company “one cup at a time,” as founder Howard Schultz likes to say, Starbucks rang up huge profits with its double-shot-low-fat-mocha-cappuccinos, and then introduced drinks that had no coffee at all to lure the nocaffeine crowd—and even those who don’t like coffee at all. Every drink had its own unique name; even the coffee makers were called “baristas.” And if you had time to relax, Starbucks stocked its small shops with small tables and chairs. It mimicked the Parisian café scene. Sure enough, people overlooked the sky-high prices for the atmosphere sadly lacking at the average corner diner. Even the accoutrements of drinking coffee have evolved. It used to be that coffee cups didn’t have fancy lids or cardboard sleeves to hold them. Now you can’t buy a cup without them.


Then some old-fashioned brands got into the game. Dunkin’ Donuts, which has been making coffee for six decades, crowed about surveys claiming their coffee handily beat Starbucks in blind taste tests. Smart. Very smart.* The Dunkin’ campaign went a step further, urging their loyalists to bring their Starbucks friends back to earth with messages like “Friends don’t let friends drink Starbucks.”10 It worked. Dunkin’, having lost the doughnut wars to Krispy Kreme, reemerged stronger and more profitable as the place for coffee.


McDonald’s has also entered the coffee wars, selling convenience and promoting price in an ongoing advertising campaign more costly than all the other coffee companies combined. You can see their logo-branded vehicles and their blow-up cups of coffee up and down the California coast, an in-your-face marketing effort much too pedestrian for Starbucks (though I must admit it makes me instantly thirsty for an ice-blended mocha every time I see it).


And let’s not forget the newest challenge to the Starbucks franchise, The Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf stores, connecting the laid-back Southern California experience with hand-crafted beverages and salespeople who really seem to enjoy serving customers. At a time when Starbucks is closing stores and shrinking presence, The Coffee Bean is still growing. One reason is the corporate culture—particularly important to younger coffee connoisseurs. Whereas Starbucks is corporate, regimented, and cookie-cutter, The Coffee Bean is more individualized and customer-focused—you can actually create your own unique blends of coffee, tea, and frozen beverages. And while Starbucks is a publicly traded company, Coffee Bean is family-owned—and proud of it. As Coffee Bean President Mel Alias likes to say, “We serve customers, not shareholders.”


Then McDonald’s joined the coffee wars, launching its “McCafe” coffee campaign in Seattle, the sacred birthplace of Starbucks, and suggested McDonald’s coffee drinkers stage an “intervention” with friends who were paying too much for their coffee. Sure enough, McDonald’s breakfast food sales increased as a result.


The purpose of this discussion is not to detail the coffee wars. It’s to suggest to business how to benefit from them. Consider two lessons:


1. Position your product to benefit from the American love affair with coffee, even if your business isn’t selling cups of joe. The cup holders in your car (one of the most popular automotive innovations) were invented for people who wanted to take their coffee on the road with them (as well as for people who were sick of their kids spilling soda in the car). The coffee shops that are opening in bookstores encourage patrons to stay longer and buy more. It’s not the coffee you should focus on—it’s the experience surrounding the coffee that is going to make businesses successful. Americans love coffee. If your product helps them love it all the more, then they’ll love your product just the same. Share the love, then share the profits.


2. Follow the example of Dunkin’ Donuts and McDonald’s and refuse to play follow-the-leader. Starbucks blazed a trail that advanced the American addiction to coffee, but then forgot what it was they were actually selling—coffee—and what Americans were actually buying. Their competitors had room to maneuver because they focused much more on the product and far less on the experience. Lesson: You don’t have to be the first, but you must constantly reevaluate how to be the best. Identifying unmet needs and filling them is a constant process—but the core product or service offering always matters most.









We have come to the collective decision that it is socially and morally unacceptable for people, governments, or corporations to pollute the air or foul the water—regardless of the economic consequences. Most readers will take this as a given, though it wasn’t so long ago that a majority of Americans prioritized tangible jobs and lower prices over less tangible environmental standards. Even today there are exceptions. For example, Americans are more concerned about the consequences of continued dependence on Middle Eastern oil than the long-term environmental impact of drilling and burning that oil.


It boils down to a single word: consequences. To understand the shifting American public opinion about the environment is to understand the shifting prioritization of perceived conflicts and consequences of various public policies. The environment has never been the top issue or even somewhere in the top three in any presidential contest simply because there have always been other more immediately pressing priorities: war, jobs, cost of living, energy, health care, etc. Until the latter half of this decade, any political call for precipitous action to improve the environment was perceived to have negative consequences on a more important public priority. Efforts by environmental organizations to address the specific consequences of environmental decline were either too hot and emotional, undermining their credibility, or too scientific and wonkish, limiting their public appeal.


Two events changed everything: Hurricane Katrina and An Inconvenient Truth. The emotional impact of watching a great American city literally drown on live television combined with the intellectual impact of former Vice President Al Gore’s ninety-minute glorified slide show made awareness of global warming and climate change universal—and changed our perceptions and expectations about the environment forever.* On its own, Katrina would still have left an indelible mark on the public psyche, but because An Inconvenient Truth gave an academic, scholarly rationale to the greatest natural disaster on American soil in modern times, it screamed for immediate action—even if no one quite knows what to do, or how to do it.




International corporations have borne the brunt of shifting attitudes. American consumers fully expect Corporate America to be “committed to preserving and protecting the environment,” and they demand tangible evidence that it is repairing whatever damage it has done, but that doesn’t necessarily translate into a personal willingness to pay for it, sacrifice for it, or change their daily lifestyle for it. Two-thirds of Americans want Corporate America to take an active, leading role in making environmentally friendly behavioral decisions, but only one-third even claim they would pay more, give more, or get less.


It is intellectually insufficient to address the environment without raising the topic of energy, since energy exploration and energy usage have a greater impact on the environment than any other human activity. Fully 92 percent of Americans agree with the statement “More energy production and a clean environment can coexist.” A similar percentage agrees that:




By using fewer resources to produce more energy, we pollute less and can help reduce the pace of global warming. By conserving our energy resources, we ultimately conserve and preserve our environment.





Americans see energy policy as a genuine opportunity to look to the future in order to prevent the mistakes of the past—from environmental tragedies like the Exxon Valdez to the energy shortages that are simply unacceptable in our twenty-first-century economy.


Let me be clear about this: What Americans really want is more than just lower prices at the pump or the meter. When it comes to energy and the environment, we are more than just consumers. Sure, it may have taken four-dollars-a-gallon gas prices to shock the country into action, but the impact of soaring energy prices is lasting. We are seeking a permanent partnership between public policy and corporate technology that will take us boldly through the twenty-first century, much as the automobile and airplane changed our twentieth-century lives. Americans trust technology. The more futuristic the science, discovery, and technology, the greater the public embrace.


The current buzzword in pop culture is “conservation,” and it is often articulated by Hollywood celebrities just before boarding their private jets to whisk them to Vegas, Aspen, or Cabo. But in reality, what Americans really want is energy efficiency. Allow me to insert the voice of the people here. In an early 2008 survey we conducted, Americans picked energy efficiency over energy conservation by a sizeable 67 to 28 percent margin. Similarly, the public is seeking “better use of natural resources” rather than “conserving natural resources” by an equally substantial 55 to 19 percent margin. In plain English, they expect government policy and the energy industry to “do more with less.” In that same 2008 survey, when gas prices were at three dollars a gallon, Americans still prioritized “more efficient energy” over “less expensive energy” by a healthy 3 to 2 ratio. Why? Because efficiency addresses our national energy needs and leads to lower prices without making us change our individual, personal behavior. It also addresses the long-term problems of increasing energy demand, fewer natural resources, and increasing dependence on unstable or even dangerous regions of the world for the power we need. More efficient energy is a cure to the disease. Less expensive energy is just a way to mask the pain we will eventually feel.








ENVIRONMENTAL WORDS THAT WORK


So what do Americans really want when it comes to environment and energy?




	As far as process, nothing matters more than “progress.”


	In terms of strategy, “a step-by-step approach.”


	In terms of outcomes, “cleaner,” “safer,” and “healthier.”


	In terms of technology, the most “advanced,” “breakthrough,” “twenty-first century,” “state of the art.”


	What do they really want from government and corporations? “Accountability” and “responsibility.” And don’t talk about “vision.” Americans want “bold action.” NOW.










Similarly, a policy that emphasizes research and addresses every form of energy—including “alternative fuels”—in a truly expansive fashion will be welcomed and embraced. It may take years, or even decades, but the public wants to hear from and will reward companies and policies that are pushing the technological envelope right now. “We must depend on oil and gas today, but we are searching every day for better alternatives for tomorrow.” Automobiles such as the wildly successful Toyota Prius “Hybrid” are exactly what Americans want and are willing to pay for because they offer a clean conscience along with clean energy.








ENERGY WORDS THAT WORK


Conservation matters most to Americans with regard to energy and the environment, but there are six words that are uniquely energy-oriented in focus and desirability:


 


DIVERSITY, so that we are not too dependent on any single source or single region of the country or world for our energy supply.


 


EFFICIENCY, so that we can get more energy with less effort, and get more out of the energy we use.


 


SUSTAINABILITY, so that the energy we depend on today will be available tomorrow.


 


RELIABILITY, so that we know that the energy we need will be there when we need it.


 


LONG-TERM, which means twenty years or more.


 


COMPREHENSIVE, which means oil, gas, electricity, renewables—everything.







The cost of gas is the biggest concern with the daily commute. In fact, it’s transcended the commute and is now a top political issue. When gas prices go up, driving leaps to the top of the heap of concerns for Americans. It is not just a topic of water-cooler conversation. It changes how people live (for the worse) and causes lasting anxiety and real anger.


When gasoline prices were in the $3 range and climbing, I convened a focus group of working moms in Los Angeles for the American Petroleum Institute. These were all committed Southern Californians, jaded by their long commutes and snarled freeways—and all had the added responsibility of children. They had to leave home earlier and earlier in the morning to get to work. They had no idea how long it would take to get home at night. They had chauffeuring responsibilities that added to the stress. And now they were paying more for gas than many could afford. Some had already modified their behavior, giving up their cherished solo commutes for carpools, while others had given up driving to work altogether, settling on mass transit. Others had changed jobs to be closer to home. Some quit going to the movies or driving to Las Vegas for weekend getaways. They talked about trading in the gas guzzlers and buying hybrid cars instead (although as discussed later on, this car-swap trend has been slow). And when gas hit $4 a gallon during the summer of 2008, these moms told me with venom in their voices that it caused them to stop driving, stop shopping, and stop spending. The meltdown in consumer optimism in 2009 was in great part caused by gas prices in 2008.








CORPORATE ENERGY WORDS THAT WORK


“We have the best scientists, the best engineers, and the best technicians in the world. It’s time to put them to work to develop a twenty-first-century energy program that frees us from dependency on hostile OPEC nations, unleashes the power of American innovation, and protects our precious environment for our children and for generations to come.”







Once you get into the car in the morning and head for work, prepare for a long drive. America is a nation on wheels. To get where they need to go, fully 90 percent of Americans say they usually drive, reporting an average of 87 minutes a day behind the wheel. For car commuters, it’s an average of 100 minutes; for parents with children at home, an average of 104 minutes (compared with 77 minutes for people without kids at home). Less than 5 percent of the population takes public transportation to work and only 12 percent carpool. That means about 100 million people drive alone to work each day.


It is nearly impossible to make driving a truly pleasant experience for Americans. The joys of driving on the open roads are something of our nostalgic past, because today our roads are not exactly open and thus the experience falls far short of joyous. Too much about driving pisses us off: gas prices, road conditions, traffic, trucks, fast drivers, slow drivers, rude drivers, kids screaming in the backseat, the weather…you name it. Americans are looking for something—anything—that can either help them forget the frustrations of driving or help them feel productive during that time. It’s no wonder car amenities like satellite radio, iPod docks, Bluetooth accessories, and built-in cell-phone chargers are hot sellers. Build a useful car accessory, and you’ve got an instant audience.


Look around the next time you’re stuck in rush-hour traffic. The roads and bridges we drive on are in terrible shape. The 2007 bridge collapse in Minneapolis and the levee failures in New Orleans in 2005 and Cedar Rapids in 2008 are tragic reminders not to take infrastructure for granted. But let’s agree to bury the word “infrastructure” beneath the tons of concrete it represents. The word smacks of bureaucracy. There’s nothing that benefits you personally from infrastructure. If you talk instead about “highways,” “bridges,” “reservoirs,” and “schools”—then it becomes a number one priority for the public because it becomes personal. You have to put it into human terms before it can really make sense. We don’t want potholes destroying our cars. We don’t want chemicals or junk pouring into our sewers because it’ll harm our drinking water. If the schools are crumbling, it makes us fear for our children. We want air clean enough that we cannot see it, and water that doesn’t have particles in it. The overwhelming majority of Americans consider clear air and clean water a right, not a privilege. And so is getting to work without the day-to-day hassles of unsafe roads, unsafe cars, and four-dollar-per-gallon gas.
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