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Introduction



When is a dirty bathroom a broken window?


No, that’s not a riddle. It’s a question that could today be at the core of a business’s success or failure. Answer that question correctly and use that answer as a beacon, and your business could dominate its competition indefinitely. Ignore the solution to the puzzle, and you will be condemning your business to failure in a very short period of time.


Malibu, California, arguably epitomizes wealth. It’s a reasonable assumption that the people who live in the multimillion-dollar homes that dot the hills and beaches of this moneyed enclave have discriminating tastes and are highly selective in the businesses they patronize. Walk into a supermarket or restaurant in Malibu, and you’re likely to see someone you last saw on Netflix.


The same is true if you walk into a Starbucks there: you expect to see luminaries along with your lattes and lemon cake pops. But suppose you excused yourself in a Starbucks in Malibu and saw this:
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You might gasp in disbelief. This is Starbucks? This is Malibu? This is Starbucks in Malibu?


In years past, your only recourse might have been to tell a supervisor, share your outrage with friends and family, and steam. But today, a smartphone would allow you to photograph what you saw and share it in seconds, potentially with an audience of millions, if it goes viral.


Little did the management of this Starbucks in Malibu know that the state of the restroom would become part of a book.


This is a picture of a broken window.


The broken windows theory, first put forth by criminologists James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling in their 1982 article “Broken Windows,”1 explains what a broken window is in criminal justice terms. But the brilliance of that theory goes much further than one interpretation. It can and should be applied to business, too, and it can make a critical difference—if American businesses will simply take the time and have the courage to notice.


When Wilson and Kelling first unveiled the theory, the idea of concentrating on seemingly petty criminal acts like graffiti or purse snatching seemed absurd: How would a crackdown on jaywalking lead to a decrease in murders?


The broken windows theory states that something as small and innocuous as a broken window does in fact send a signal to those who pass by every day. If it is left broken, the owner of the building isn’t paying attention or doesn’t care. That means more serious infractions—theft, defacement, violent crime—might be condoned in this area as well. At best, it signals that no one is watching.


This is the heart of the broken windows theory: Wilson and Kelling write that “social psychologists and police officers tend to agree that if a window in a building is broken and is left unrepaired, all the rest of the windows will soon be broken.” Why? Because the message being sent out by a broken window—the perception it invites—is that the owner of this building and the people of the community around it don’t care if this window is broken: They have given up, and anarchy reigns here. Do as you will, because nobody cares.


Wilson and Kelling suggested that a broken window—any small indication that something is amiss and not being repaired—can lead to much larger problems. It sends signals, they said, that the bad guys are in charge here, no one cares about maintaining some kind of order, and anyone who wishes to take advantage of that situation would be unopposed. It leads to lawlessness, a kind of anarchy by neglect.


“Just as physicians now recognize the importance of fostering health rather than simply treating illness, so the police—and the rest of us—ought to recognize the importance of maintaining, intact, communities without broken windows,” they wrote.


Years later, Wilson told me in an interview that the idea behind the broken windows theory “had to do with the responsibility of the police to take seriously small signs of disorder because people were afraid of disorder, and there was a chance disorder could lead to more serious crime.” Still, critics of the theory greeted it with skepticism, believing that attention to small infractions would necessarily decrease the amount of attention that could be devoted to much more serious crimes.


The same objection, in slightly less genteel verbiage, was raised in 1994, when Rudolph Giuliani, the newly elected mayor of New York City, announced his intention to eliminate graffiti on subway cars and move the hookers and pimps out of Times Square, to make Manhattan more “family-friendly.” Critics practically laughed in Giuliani’s face, intimating that the “law-and-order” mayor—who had been elected based largely on his experience as a U.S. attorney for the New York area—was dealing with the small crimes because he knew he couldn’t contain the larger ones.


They were proved wrong. Giuliani and his new police commissioner, William Bratton, believed that if they sent out clear signals to criminals, and to New York’s citizenry generally, that a zero-tolerance policy would be applied to all crime in the city, the result would be a safer, cleaner city. And the statistics bore them out: Over the following few years, the numbers of murders, assaults, robberies, and other violent crimes all went down dramatically. And it had all started with graffiti on subway cars.


I can hear you asking, “What does that have to do with my business? It’s all about crime and criminals.”


That same theory is applicable to the world of business. If the restroom at the local Burger King is out of toilet paper, it signals that management isn’t paying attention to the needs of its clientele. That could lead the consumer to conclude that the food at this restaurant might not be prepared adequately, that there might be health risks in coming here, or that the entire chain of fast-food outlets simply doesn’t care about its customers.


It can also lead to other, even more damaging conclusions. Charles Ferruzza, a writer on Pitch.com, related that he had walked into a restaurant bathroom “so dirty, I honestly believe that my hands were cleaner before I walked in than when I walked out.”2 A post on the website of National Purity LLC, a chemical blender and contract packager, quoted Ferruzza and added, “A comment like that from a customer is like a bad dream. A comment like that posted on a social media site where it can be viewed and shared by countless people: that’s like a nightmare.”3 According to a survey by Harris Interactive cited in the post, 94 percent of respondents would avoid a business “if they had a negative experience in an unclean restroom.” That in itself would be enough to give any manager second thoughts about neglecting this aspect of a customer’s encounter with the restaurant. Word of mouth would amplify that concern to a certain extent. But the availability of social media as digital megaphones to broadcast those experiences to the world is a game-changer in successful business management.


Cell phones have become game-changers in a number of realms, including law enforcement. Protests erupted in 2020 after a video, recorded by a bystander, showed a Minneapolis police officer pressing his knee into the neck of a handcuffed Black man. The man died. That incident would not likely have been recorded in years past, but cell phones with cameras have become ubiquitous and anyone who carries one is a potential citizen journalist. Similarly, some police forces now equip their officers with body cameras and require them to record all interactions.


Cell phones have changed policing, and they can have just as strong an impact on “broken windows” in business.


It is not a stretch of the imagination but in fact a point of logic to conclude that the broken windows theory should be applied to business, as it was to the problems of crime in urban areas. Certainly, the perception of the average consumer is a vital part of every business, and if a retailer, service provider, or corporation is sending out signals that its approach is lackadaisical, its methods halfhearted, and its execution indifferent, the business in question could suffer severe—and in some cases, irreparable—losses.


The broken windows theory is especially important in what B. Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore call “the experience economy,” a term they first coined in an article in 19984 and explained more fully in their book The Experience Economy.5 In their telling, it is the next logical successor in a series that goes back to the agrarian economy and progressed to the industrial economy and the service economy. They argue that experience has value. As an example, they cite the coffee bean, which, at the commodity level, generates pennies per cup in value. As a good, sold in the grocery store, its value goes up to, at most, a quarter per cup. Sell it as a service in a diner or bodega, and its value increases again. But sell it in a five-star restaurant with al fresco dining and a warm breeze wafting in over the plaza, gently ruffling the white linen tablecloths, and it becomes an experience to remember.


This is a prime example of my Tiffany theory, which I explained in an interview with PR Week: “If you give someone a present in a Tiffany box, it has a higher perceived value than if you give it to them in no box.”6 The challenge in the experience economy is to package your business in that box and make sure, to the point of obsession, that nothing mars the box.


This book is about broken windows in business: how they happen, why they happen, why they are ignored, and the fatal consequences that can result from their being allowed to go unchecked. It is meant as a cautionary tale, a primer, a road map, a manifesto, and a salute to those companies that fix their broken windows promptly. It will explore not only specific examples of broken windows, how they occurred, and what their long-term results were but also the culture that creates an environment in which windows are broken and left unfixed.


I believe that small things make a huge difference in business. The messy condiment area at a fast-food restaurant might lead customers to believe the company as a whole doesn’t care about cleanliness, and therefore the food itself might be in question. Indifferent help at the counter in an upscale clothing store—even if just one clerk—can signal to the consumer that perhaps standards here aren’t as high as they might be (or used to be). An employee at the gas station who wears a T-shirt with an offensive slogan can certainly cause some customers to switch brands of gasoline and lose a company those customers for life. And a well-placed video of any of those experiences on social media can lose a company an enormous number of customers.


But that’s only the tip of the iceberg. I think we as a society have fostered and encouraged broken windows in our businesses by standing by and letting them happen. If the waiter at a local chain restaurant is impolite, or even merely complacent, about our order, we chalk it up to a bad day. If it’s one employee in one outlet of a large chain, we don’t take the time to post a candid review on Yelp or Google or alert the district office. Even if we do change brands of gasoline after seeing an attendant in an offensive T-shirt, we do not tweet it out or directly alert the oil company. We are enablers to window breakers in every aspect of every business. We don’t even necessarily patronize those companies that fix their broken windows, if the less attentive one is in a more convenient location or has a slightly lower price.


That’s not to say we are all to blame when a company has broken windows and doesn’t fix them, but it does mean we all bear some responsibility to stand up for what we actually want and have every right to expect out of a company to which we’re giving our hard-earned money. In a capitalist society, we can assume that a company that wants to succeed will do its best to fulfill the desires of its consuming public. If the company sees sales slipping but doesn’t have data from consumers as to what made them decrease their spending on a retail level, the company will not necessarily know what to fix.


Still, corporations and even small businesses that don’t notice and repair their broken windows should not simply be forgiven because their consumers didn’t make enough of a fuss. It is the responsibility of the business to tend to its own house. When the developer of some Panera Bread franchises decides to put off painting a store for a year because revenues are up, they are asking for trouble: Yes, things are fine now, but when the paint is faded and peeling and consumers are no longer getting the experience they’ve come to expect, it will be too late to fix things with, literally, a fresh coat of paint. The time to repair broken windows is the minute they occur.


It’s better, however, to prevent such smashed panes of glass to begin with. This book will examine the origins of broken windows with two purposes in mind. First, we will see how the small things that can snowball into large problems develop, so we can best illustrate how to repair the damage once it’s been done. But it is equally important to see how these things happen so that a smart business owner can make sure to prevent them at—or before—the very first sign of trouble. If you have a policy to paint the store every year, you’ll never have to worry about whether this was the year you waited too long.


In order to best understand how the broken windows theory relates to business, it’s important to examine the original theory—as it related to criminal activity—in some detail. Because of the brilliant thinking of Wilson and Kelling, “Broken Windows” illustrated a serious societal problem that was going unnoticed and helped turn around some of the country’s largest cities (including the largest of all) by paying attention to detail.


It began with a program in New Jersey in the mid-1970s. The Safe and Clean Neighborhoods Program was meant to improve the quality of life in twenty-eight Garden State cities, and it was to do so, in part, by increasing the number of police officers on foot patrol, rather than in patrol cars. Police chiefs, Wilson says today, felt that such a move was not likely to lower crime levels, “and the police chiefs were right: They didn’t have an effect on crime rates. But they did have an effect—and in my view, a powerful effect—on how people felt about their community and their willingness to use it, suggesting that fear of disorder was as important as fear of crime.”


Indeed, as Wilson and Kelling wrote in the Atlantic, “residents of the foot-patrolled neighborhoods seemed to feel more secure than persons in other areas, tended to believe that crime had been reduced, and seemed to take fewer steps to protect themselves from crime (staying at home with the doors locked, for example). Moreover, citizens in the foot patrol areas had a more favorable opinion of the police than did those living elsewhere.”7


What does this all mean to business? It’s not likely that having police officers walk the aisles of a Walmart store will increase sales. But it was the perception that something was being done to increase order that made the difference for the people living in these New Jersey cities.


In a business, as we’ll discuss in detail throughout this book, the broken windows can be literal or metaphorical. Sometimes a broken window really is a broken window, and a new pane of glass needs to be installed as quickly as possible. Most of the time, however, broken windows are the little details, the tiny flaws, the overlooked minutiae that signal much larger problems either already in place or about to become reality.


We’ll examine companies—huge ones, household names—that have failed to notice and repair their broken windows and have suffered greatly for it. We’ll also look at those that have made it a priority to attend to every potentially broken window and ordered plenty of replacement panes to make quick, seamless repairs. The lessons learned will be many and varied, and they will have happy and not-so-happy endings. Sometimes companies that deserve to be rebuked for their laziness will go unpunished, but other times there will be retribution at the hands of the public, which shows exactly what happens when you give the people what they don’t want.


What the public wants more than anything else is to feel that businesses—retail or service-oriented, consumer or business-to-business—care about what they want. Consumers are looking for businesses that anticipate and fulfill their needs and wants, do so in a way that makes it clear the business understands the consumers’ needs and wants, and do their best to see them satisfied.


Broken windows indicate to the consumer that the business doesn’t care—either that it is so poorly run it can’t possibly keep up with its obligations or that it has become so oversized and arrogant that it no longer cares about its core consumer. Either of these impressions can be deadly to a business, and we’ll see examples of both as we proceed.


If you run a business and truly believe that little things don’t make a difference, you really should read this book—it may save your business. If you don’t run a business but would like to, this can be the road map to your success. If you’re merely interested in business and wonder why one succeeds where a very similar one fails, perhaps the examples contained here might help answer that question for you.


But it can’t be overemphasized that tiny details—the smaller, the more important—can indeed make a tremendous difference in a business’s success or failure. Sometimes, yes, a company can make a huge mistake (the whole New Coke thing was less a broken window than a neutron bomb placed dead center at corporate headquarters), but often, even those are foreshadowed by the little things that go unnoticed.


A broken window can be a sloppy counter, a poorly located sale item, a randomly organized menu, or an employee with a bad attitude. It can be physical, like a faded, flaking paint job, or symbolic, like a policy that requires consumers to pay for customer service. When a call for help in assembling a bicycle results in a twenty-minute hold on the phone (playing the same music over and over), that’s a broken window. When a consumer asks why she can’t return her blouse at the counter and is told “Because that’s the rule,” that is a broken window.


Except at the really sharp businesses. Read on.
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Chapter One



Broken Windows in Business


The broken windows theory was such a revolutionary, seminal concept in criminal justice that when it was published in 1982, it was considered a complete and total reversal of everything that had come before it. The notion that perception was as important in controlling crime as statistics, that letting “small” crimes slide by was sending a signal not only that the criminals were in charge but also that the police were either unwilling or unable to stop them, was laughed at, ridiculed, considered absurd or radical.


It wasn’t until the theory was put into practice in the 1990s on a large stage, New York City, that its seeming simplicity was shown to be genius. Between Mayor Rudolph Giuliani and Police Commissioner William Bratton, the commitment to fixing New York’s broken windows—graffiti, fare jumping, squeegee wielding, and the like—might have sounded like an assault on an insignificant annoyance, but it was actually a call to arms, a declaration of war on crime, that proved to be the salvation of a city in crisis. In showing the world that New York City would not tolerate any infraction, Giuliani and Bratton were making the larger point that serious lawbreakers would be facing much harsher penalties. The good guys would be in charge here.


It is a distinction between law and order, one that is important, because it defines what the broken windows theory means and how it will apply to the business world. To adhere to the law, one simply manages to live without violating the set code. Simple enough. But to maintain order in a city, country, or company, the goal must be to have everyone follow the same rules and to make sure that each rule carries the same weight.


To have one rule that says “Thou shalt not murder” and one that says “Don’t cross the street against the light” seems like something approaching a contradiction—it sounds like the two infractions shouldn’t even be mentioned in the same sentence. But both are rules; both are laws as set up by society. If it is generally accepted that we can violate one, isn’t it logical that we could violate the other without any fear of punishment?


Rules don’t have to be universal, either; they can vary from neighborhood to neighborhood, as the authors of “Broken Windows” discovered when the Newark, New Jersey, police made sure more officers on foot patrol were dispatched as an experiment in the 1970s. In one neighborhood, the foot patrol officer whom Wilson and Kelling called Kelly was careful to enforce the informal, unwritten rules that were set up in that section of the city:




Drunks and addicts could sit on the stoops, but could not lie down. People could drink on side streets, but not at the main intersection. Bottles had to be in paper bags. Talking to, bothering, or begging from people waiting at the bus stop was strictly forbidden. If a dispute erupted between a businessman and a customer, the businessman was assumed to be right, especially if the customer was a stranger. If a stranger loitered, Kelly would ask him if he had any means of support and what his business was; if he gave unsatisfactory answers, he was sent on his way. Persons who broke the informal rules, especially those who bothered people waiting at bus stops, were arrested for vagrancy. Noisy teenagers were told to keep quiet.1





Wilson and Kelling noted that “these rules were defined and enforced in collaboration with the ‘regulars’ on the street. Another neighborhood might have different rules, but these, everybody understood, were the rules for this neighborhood.”


The rules in and of themselves were not exactly revolutionary, nor were they especially strict. There was not a “no tolerance” policy for addicts or alcoholics—they were simply asked to stay in certain areas and to not do certain things in public places. But the rules were expected to be enforced.


The same is true in the larger and more dramatic experiment that took place in New York City. When Giuliani and Bratton chose to crack down on graffiti artists, squeegee men, and fare jumpers (those who leap over turnstiles to gain free access to the subway system), they were making the statement that some things that were tolerated before would no longer be acceptable.


It was a calculated expression of control that was meant to make a statement not only to those who would spray-paint subway cars or jump over turnstiles—it was also meant (and, it could be argued, mostly meant) to be seen by the public.


As Wilson explained to me, the police chiefs to whom he and Kelling spoke were actually correct in their expectations that increased foot patrols would not make a difference in the overall crime rate. Where they did have an effect, however—and it was a major one—was on public perception: “on how people felt about their community and their willingness to use it, suggesting that fear of disorder was as important as fear of crime.”


Giuliani, speaking to the Conference of Mayors in May 2000, added to that sentiment: “New York City during the 1960s, ’70s, ’80s, and into the early ’90s served as a symbol of decline. I keep a national magazine cover describing New York City in 1990 as ‘the Rotting Apple,’ a city in decline. And at that time, people in the City of New York accepted it. They accepted the idea that this was our lot in life: that we were an old city that had seen our greatest days… The perception was that things were never going to be as good as they used to be.”2


Notice that the “perception” of the city’s population is what is being mentioned here. The more people saw their city as a place with a glorious past and a mediocre present, the more it became the truth. It wasn’t until the little details, the minor infractions, were dealt with that the quality of day-to-day life for citizens of the city showed noticeable improvement, and at that point, real change could be achieved.


Now, how does this apply to business?


The broken windows theory is all about the unmistakable power of perception, about what people see and the conclusions they draw from it. It doesn’t claim that cracking down on graffiti will lead to fewer murders; in fact, crime rates overall are not necessarily affected by the theory being put into practice, as Wilson himself acknowledged. What is important is that as the quality of life in these areas improved, even on a scale that might seem insignificant, the population began feeling better about its surroundings, and that led to significant change: People spent more time out of their homes, participating in events and patronizing local businesses.


In business, perception is even more critical. The way a customer (or potential customer) perceives your business is a crucial element in your success or failure. Make one mistake, have one rude employee, let that customer walk away with a negative experience one time, and you are inviting disaster.


I work in the public relations business in Hollywood. I have represented Barbra Streisand, Charlton Heston, Linda Evans, Fleetwood Mac, Vanna White, Demi Moore, Michael J. Fox, Robert Evans, and Michael Jackson, among many others. I understand the power of perception, and believe me, it can be devastatingly powerful—for good or for bad.


Perception is also something that happens in the blink of an eye. There is nothing more fleeting than a first impression; it is made in a heartbeat. But a perception can be made at any time, even after you have been acquainted with a person or company for years. And opinions turn on such perceptions.


For example, let’s say you have bought your coffee at the same store every day for the past five years on your way to work in the morning. You’ve gone there unfailingly, sometimes added a bagel or muffin, and occasionally stopped in at lunchtime. The counter staff knows your name, knows your usual order, and can anticipate your preferences.


But one day, even without thinking about it, you happen to notice as you stand in line waiting to order that the walls haven’t been painted in years. There are slight cracks and chips in the paint just behind the counter help. It’s never occurred to you before, but that small perception makes a difference.


Maybe you start to wonder if those paint chips aren’t falling into the coffee or onto a surface where rolls and bagels are cut and prepared for sale. Perhaps the fact that you noticed the paint job makes you realize just how long you’ve been waiting on line every morning. It’s possible that you consider which other aspects of the store’s physical plant—including its cleanliness—might be in disrepair. You might end up by wondering exactly why you’ve been frequenting this particular business all along.


That one little perception can pack an extraordinary wallop, can’t it?


Now, nothing assumed in this scenario is necessarily true: There’s no reason to think the coffee outlet’s cleanliness, commitment to service, sanitary conditions, or food preparation are at all in question. But you perceived one flaw, and from that allowed your mind to wander into territories it might not have ventured without some direction.


It’s not a place the owner would want his customers to go. And if he takes care of broken windows like the paint job, he can avoid such mental journeys. It’s better to create a positive perception, of course, but avoiding the negative ones is far and away the most critical thing one can do to attract and keep customers. There is no alternative to an unbroken window for a company that wants to stay in business other than one that is under repair.


Let this book be your manifesto, your obsession, your bible of perception. From this moment on, consider how everything seems to your customers, your employees, the public in general. Yes, you have to care about what really is, but you also have to concern yourself with the way things appear to be.


It doesn’t matter if you tell a suspicious customer about your scrupulous cleaning techniques, your patented methods for keeping the food away from anything that might fall on it, or your plan to speed up counter lines. Mostly, it doesn’t matter, because customers are unlikely to tell you about their concerns. They may just leave your store and never return. But if they were truly incensed by a negative experience, they will probably turn to social media. That’s a prospect that should keep any business owner awake at night.


There’s good reason for them to do that. Complaints are messy. They may involve tense in-person confrontations with store managers or telephone shouting matches with customer service representatives. Social media sites provide shields for unhappy consumers from the messiness of conflict. People side with the underdog, and so a consumer complaint (unlike a political statement) on social media is likely to be surrounded by comments that are wholly supportive and that may even augment the complaint and enhance its credibility.


There is evidence that more and more consumers are inclined to take their complaints to social media. Kevin Allen, writing in PR Daily, cited a study by Sprout Social that, in his words, “revealed that most people think airing their concerns via online platforms forces brand managers to be more accountable.”3 Kalev Leetaru wrote in Forbes, “It is remarkable how many stories about companies behaving badly these days begin with a wronged customer trying to solve the situation directly with the company and only after the company refuses to make things right, airing their grievances on social media, wherein the story goes viral and the company immediately apologizes and fixes things.”4 In Leetaru’s telling, “An aggrieved customer can now reach a quarter of the population of the planet with a single post, transforming what would formerly have been a minor nuisance into a major public relations catastrophe that could damage its stock price and even lead to forced executive resignations.”


Trying to counter negative posts on social media is like fighting a huge brush fire with a garden hose. You’re overpowered and unable to predict where the conflagration will go next. In Leetaru’s words, “The bidirectional nature of social media means that in contrast to the broadcast monologues of traditional media, a viral post on social can turn into a global dialog with others across the world chiming in with their own stories and rapidly organizing protests and boycotts against the offending company.”


Manuel Castells calls the ability of the individual to reach out to the world “mass self-communication.”5 It is mass communication because it can potentially reach millions of people. It is self-communication because there is no gatekeeper. The individual is free to post as they please without having to get the approval of an editor or publisher. And just as the invention of the movable type printing press enabled people in Europe to read the Bible in the vernacular and arguably reduced the power of the Roman Catholic Church, the invention of the internet and social media have empowered consumers against businesses of all sizes, including multibillion-dollar conglomerates. As Leetaru noted, companies have always weighed how much media attention an incident might get in deciding how to respond to it. The difference is that consumers today no longer have to convince a harried television producer or newspaper editor that their grievance was worthy of attention.


Thanks to social media, consumers today have become prosumers. Author Alvin Toffler coined the term in his book The Third Wave, in which he envisioned that consumers would have a role in a customized production design process. By and large, that hasn’t happened yet. But consumers do have an unprecedented role in the survival of products and brands when they post on social media. They are prosumers because they are publishers with a global audience. As Susan Gunelius noted in Forbes, “The term ‘prosumer’ has transformed from meaning ‘professional consumer’ to meaning ‘product and brand advocate.’ Rather than simply ‘consuming’ products, people are becoming the voices of those products and significantly impacting the success or failure of those companies, products, and brands, particularly through their involvement on the social web.”6


The thing about a broken window is that the owner isn’t necessarily someone who doesn’t care about their business or is given to outrageously lax upkeep. This is someone who either didn’t notice that their paint job was starting to erode or felt that by waiting another year to paint they could save some operating capital, and besides, sales were consistent and the customers hadn’t complained. There are other, squeakier wheels to grease.


Unfortunately, that is the attitude that can sound a death knell for a business, but on a frequency the human ear can’t detect. Let things slip, let the clientele notice things you haven’t, and you might as well throw a Molotov cocktail into your store and start from scratch: Your business is on its way out. Constant vigilance, an absolute obsession with detail, is essential to running a business today, particularly one that deals directly with the public (although we will be considering business-to-business broken windows as well).


If you’re not obsessed with the details of your business, believe me, there will be someone who is obsessed with theirs, and they will see to it that they overrun your customer rolls and decimate the loyalty you’ve built up with your regular clientele. Show the slightest chink in the armor you’ve built up, and an exposed weakness will become the most obvious flaw you can imagine. Your business, to put it simply, will not survive too many broken windows. And “too many” is one.


Consider the case of Martha Stewart. Was she convicted of insider trading? Fraud? Tampering with a public trust? No. She was convicted of wrongdoings involved with covering up whatever alleged improprieties had gone on. Why was she trying to cover up? Because she was concerned about the perception that her business was unscrupulous and that she, personally, was not trustworthy. Obsession with detail? Perhaps, but far too late. You can’t fix a broken window by throwing rocks through all the others.


Many a politician has been brought down not by accusers who had solid evidence that the official had done something illegal or unscrupulous, but by the effort to suppress the perception that might have come from the allegation itself. History is littered with the carcasses of officials who were discarded after trying to cover up something that might not have been as serious a scandal had it been dealt with quickly and efficiently—and publicly.


A broken window, make no mistake, is best repaired before it breaks. The most desirable scenario is to fix the problem before it is visible and never to have to consider perception, because there will be nothing to perceive. But if a flaw arises, the only course of action—the only course—is to deal with it immediately, to do so without trying to put a cosmetic sheen on it, and to make sure it is, without question, repaired. A piece of masking tape on a cracked window might prevent it from breaking, but it will be visible for all to see and will have the same perceived effect as a broken window. Repairs must be complete and immediate.


But what constitutes a broken window in business? It’s easy to spot physical flaws, like peeling paint on a wall, but what about the less obvious problems? What about employees who don’t follow the company’s stated policies and present a tarnished image of the company’s brand to the consuming public? How can you deal with a broken window when you’re in corporate headquarters and there are thirty thousand outlets to oversee?


Well, consider the case of the world’s largest restaurant chain. Its broken windows have come very close to bringing down the house. The last chapter in this story has yet to be written, but the fact that it was ever in question is a testament to the power of broken windows and how far the mighty can fall. Indeed, consider the case of McDonald’s, which once was considered (and considered itself) invincible, and see what broken windows can do, even to a giant.


Broken windows of every type can snowball because they can influence customers’ predispositions. Suppose you go out to eat at a restaurant and the experience is great, with good food, prompt service, and a friendly atmosphere. If you go back to that restaurant and the order arrives a little late, you might be apt to excuse that, reasoning that it’s a busy night and the chefs and servers are overwhelmed. But if your first experience is negative, featuring mediocre food, indifferent service, and condescension, you may be apt to regard a bad experience the second time as “business as usual.” This is an example of what John Gottman, a research psychologist who has studied divorce prediction, calls “sentiment override.” According to Gottman’s theory, when positive sentiment override is at play, a partner may excuse a negative action by the other partner, but when negative sentiment override is at work, a partner may view even an innocuous act as hostile. I prefer to call this phenomenon “sensory override,” and I believe you can see it at work in any business. When a business owner gears a business toward keeping the customer happy, they are likely to foster positive sensory override that will prompt that customer to excuse occasional human error. But when a business owner allows broken windows to go unrepaired, the customer may develop a predisposition to view that business negatively.


PERCEPTION VS. REALITY





• It is your customer’s perception of your business that will dictate their level of loyalty to your business. Make one mistake, and you can damage that perception. And the fallout from that mistake can circle the world in real time from a single cell phone.


• Little things mean a lot. If you notice that the carpet on the floor at your dentist’s office is a little worn, you might find yourself wondering whether the dental instruments have been replaced recently. That can lead to a poor or indifferent review online. For a professional, either perception is damaging.


• Broken windows are best repaired before they actually break apart.


• It’s the cover-up that gets you—don’t make excuses for broken windows or deny that they’re broken. Take your hit, own up to the problem, and fix it.


• Obsession with detail is essential. There is no substitute.
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