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Author’s Note











In the course of writing this book I’ve learned that customer service is all about expectations. So, in an attempt to provide readers with good customer service, I feel the need to clarify what this book is and isn’t meant to be.




The majority of sources in this book are original. However, I did turn to other people’s reporting about certain incidents that happened before my work began or for which I was not present and original sources were not available. For any detailed descriptions of such incidents, I consulted more than one trusted account. All of those sources are credited in the narrative itself or in notes at the end of the book. Anything else is my own reporting. And although the customer service industry is in constant flux, I did my best to include the most timely information possible.




To get an up-close look at outsourced foreign call centers, I could have traveled to just about anywhere in the world, since they are that widespread. But I chose to focus my on-the-ground reporting in two emerging outsourcing locales—Latin America and Africa—rather than in the more established locales of India and the Philippines, which have been much reported on by others.




This book is not intended as a comprehensive analysis of the industry’s problems or as a prescription for its future improvement. Instead, it is an attempt to seek out the humanity and reason behind the customer service experiences that many people find to be inhuman and nonsensical. My efforts were grounded in the idea that is important for those of us who are customers (and everyone is somebody’s customer) to know more about the inner workings of global customer service and its ever-increasing impact on us all as we try to navigate successfully through our daily lives.




























1.


Random Acts of Rudeness











As the twenty-first century dawned, most people were feeling fed up. A public opinion poll in 2001 reported that 80 percent of Americans believed the constant coarseness, disrespect, and lack of consideration they encountered in society was such a “serious, pervasive problem” that it affected them “on a personal, gut level” and had grown into “a daily assault on their sensibilities and the quality of their lives.” At the same time, it seemed people didn’t believe they had much power to change things, so they simply resigned themselves to all the insidious incivility they encountered.




The Pew Charitable Trusts sponsored the poll, called “Aggravating Circumstances: A Status Report on Rudeness in America.” Public Agenda, a national policy research group, conducted it. And in their introduction, the authors made sure to justify their examination of how we get along with each other in public every day: “At first, it might seem that conducting a survey on courtesy and rudeness is less serious or important than exploring citizens’ views on, say, health care or education or retirement policy. Yet how people treat each other in their daily interactions—whether they take steps to be respectful of one another, whether they are willing to moderate their own desires and comfort to accommodate the needs of others—seems to us to be profoundly important and indeed central to the definition of a ‘civilized’ society.”




The report immediately zeroed in on one area of society that most respondents agreed offers perhaps the ripest examples of rude and infuriating public behavior. “Americans say that the way they are treated by business and customer service employees is frequently exasperating, and sometimes even insulting.” One particular customer service channel came under the heaviest fire. “When it goes wrong, perhaps nothing embodies greater exasperation than customer service by phone.”




According to the survey, 67 percent of Americans sometimes have to “make a fuss to get a problem resolved.” And nearly everyone—94 percent—finds it “very frustrating to call a company and get a recording instead of a human being.” And even if callers do finally speak to a live customer service agent, the irritation doesn’t always end. In a Florida focus group, one man said, “Half the time they have no idea what they’re talking about. And they don’t care. They’ll tell you anything just to get you off the phone.”




To be fair, the report also notes that “it seems the rudeness cuts both ways. Disgruntled customers bring frayed nerves, previous frustrations and their own personal shortcomings when they deal with those responsible for helping them.” A Connecticut customer service representative told her focus group, “They think you’re at their beck and call. They may want something, and they’re not getting it as rapidly as they think they should. I answer the phone, and they just immediately go off on me.”




It probably doesn’t take a scientifically conducted public opinion poll to find evidence of the contempt most Americans harbor toward bad customer service or to elicit testimony about the effects of that kind of antipathy in their lives. Merely bringing up the subject at any gathering will generate at least one horror story from just about everyone. But in the years since that survey officially highlighted and validated the displeasure bubbling just under the surface of our everyday dealings with customer service, a few of those tensions have boiled over in very public ways. The news media, in tandem with various Web sites, have played increasingly larger roles in amplifying them. Just ask Comcast, for example.




Trouble for the nation’s largest cable television and broadband provider started in earnest with the story of LaChania Govan, a mother of two in her mid-twenties who inadvertently became a public symbol of mistreated customers everywhere. Govan lives in suburban Chicago. She goes to work all week and attends church every Sunday. She has a pleasant and welcoming voice. She also has a strong sense of fairness.




In July 2005, Govan’s digital video recorder wouldn’t work. She called Comcast’s customer service line in Chicago but couldn’t get through. During the course of four weeks, she called more than forty times. She was repeatedly disconnected, put on hold, or transferred to inept or inert representatives and technicians. One customer service representative transferred her to the Spanish-speaking line. Govan knows only English. She just wanted someone to resolve her seemingly simple case.




She says she never raised her voice, but she was resolute. “Calling Comcast became my second job,” Govan said. “I had to ensure the cordless phone was fully charged and the kids were content. And I sat and called. I cooked and called. I cleaned and called, and just called.” Almost every day, Govan prodded the big company’s customer service department as best she could. Finally, she found a rep who heard her out and took her case in hand. A technician was sent to replace her cable box at no charge, and she was credited with a free month of service. Govan’s perseverance paid off. Her headaches seemed to be over.




Then Govan’s August cable bill arrived. Her name did not appear on the bill. Instead it was addressed to “Bitch Dog.” Someone at Comcast had changed her account name. Govan said, “I was so mad I couldn’t even cuss.”




Instead of becoming just another unnoticed casualty in the adversarial relationship between many companies and their customers, Govan went public. The Chicago Tribune ran her story. Within days, the mainstream news media, bloggers, and consumer advocates from everywhere were spreading her tale of woe. She appeared as the number-one story on MSNBC’s Countdown with Keith Olbermann. A Comcast executive left an apology on Govan’s home voice mail. The company claimed it identified and fired two employees responsible for changing the name on Govan’s bill. She was offered all sorts of free service, which she refused. She wanted nothing more to do with Comcast.




Govan, who also happens to be a customer service representative for a major credit card company, is studying criminal justice with plans to go to law school one day. Eventually, she says, she hopes to become a judge. Her inherent sense of justice is what drove her to persevere. So she was speaking with conviction when she told the Washington Post that she believes customer service means “being friendly, helpful and respectful. I know how it feels to be a customer service rep and a consumer on the other end. You do not have to settle for less, and you do not have to be mistreated.”




In 2006, Comcast was dealing with another public display of customer service missteps. A subscriber in the Washington, D.C., area found the technician that Comcast sent to fix his cable system had fallen asleep on his couch. The worker was kept on hold for so long by his own company when he called for help that he dozed off. The customer shot video of the napping technician and posted it on the Internet, where it went viral. Comcast issued another apology, and again said the worker in question had been fired.




Then in August 2007, Comcast suffered what was perhaps its worst embarrassment to date when seventy-six-year-old Mona Shaw took her outrage with its customer service a few steps further than any disgruntled customer had done before. As she has told the story, it started when a technician scheduled to come out to her suburban Washington, D.C., home on a Monday didn’t show up. Comcast was supposed to install what it calls its triple-play service, which included the company’s new telephone service, along with its traditional Internet and cable television connection, all for under $100 per month. Shaw, a retired military nurse and secretary of her local AARP, as well as a square dancer who fosters stray dogs until they can be adopted, waited all day Monday. When Comcast finally arrived two days later, the technician left the job half done and never came back. On Friday, the company cut off what service Mona and her husband, Don, still had.






Without phone service, the Shaws couldn’t call to get help, so they drove over to their local Comcast office in Manassas, Virginia. They asked for a manager and were told to wait, outside, in the August heat. They say they sat on a bench for two hours, until the same woman who had asked them to wait leaned out the door, told them the manager had gone home for the day, and thanked them for coming. Shaw told the Washington Post, “They thought just because we’re old enough to get Social Security that we lack both brains and backbone.”




By Monday, after a weekend with no phone, TV, or Internet, Shaw was so angry that she took matters into her own hands, literally. She got her husband’s hammer, and they went back to the local Comcast office. This is how Washington Post reporter Neely Tucker described Shaw’s account of what happened next:








Hammer time: Shaw storms into the company’s office. BAM! She whacks the keyboard of the customer service rep. BAM! Down goes the monitor. BAM! She totals the telephone. People scatter, scream, cops show up and what does she do? POW! A parting shot to the phone!




“They cuffed me right then,” she says.




Her take on Comcast: “What a bunch of sub-moronic imbeciles.”




Being a responsible newspaper, we must note that this is a misdemeanor, a crime, a completely inappropriate way of handling a business dispute.




Noted.




Who among us has not longed for a hammer in this age of incompetent “customer service representatives,” of nimrods reading from a script at some 800-number location, of crumbs-in-their-beards plumbing installation people who tell you they’ll grace you with their presence between 12 and 3, only never to show? And you’ll call and call and finally some outsourced representative slings a dart at a calendar and tells you another guy will come back between 10 and 2 next Thursday? And when this guy comes, pants halfway down his behind, he’ll tell you he brought the wrong part?




And there is nothing, nothing you can do.




Until there! On the horizon! It’s Hammer Woman, avenger of oppressed cable subscribers everywhere! (Cue galloping “Lone Ranger” theme.)







“It had never occurred to me to take a hammer to a phone company before, but I was just so upset,” Mona Shaw told the paper. “After I hit the keyboard, I turned to this blond who had been there the previous Friday, the one who told me to wait for the manager, and I said, ‘Now do I have your attention?’” Shaw, who has a heart condition, said during the incident her blood pressure rose and she started hyperventilating. In addition to calling the police, someone called an ambulance. By the end, she was fined $345 and given a three-month suspended sentence for disorderly conduct, as well as a one-year restraining order prohibiting her from going anywhere near the Manassas Comcast office.




For months afterward, Shaw was a television and Internet celebrity of sorts, appearing on Good Morning America, Nightline, and Dr. Phil. A Mona Shaw fan club formed with a Web site, and she was hailed as a folk hero on numerous blogs, as well as on ComcastMustDie.com.




That Web site was initiated in fall 2007, two months after Shaw’s Comcast encounter, by Bob Garfield, Advertising Age columnist, author, and cohost of National Public Radio’s On the Media, who had his own customer service dust-up with Comcast. Garfield describes the ComcastMustDie mission on his site’s home page: “Actually, I have no death wish for Comcast, or any other gigantic, blundering, greedy, arrogant corporate monstrosity. What I do have is the earnest desire for such companies to change their ways. This site offers an opportunity—for you to vent your grievances (civilly, please) and for Comcast to pay close attention.”




In conversation, it isn’t hard to get Garfield to air some of his own frustration. “I don’t know about anybody else, but already, as I’m dialing 1-800-COMCAST, my blood pressure is 180/140, because I know what’s going to happen. I try to start on an even keel, but my worst fears are realized within the first few minutes. And then, you can’t really sob on the phone—that’s unmanly. But I’ve tried everything else. I’ve tried begging, I’ve tried reasoning, I’ve tried threatening. I’ve tried it all. Nothing works. You just hope the gods align on your side.




“I’ve had real tragedy in my life—really painful stuff, the stuff of real life. But I have never been as close to blowing an aneurysm as I was on the phone with Comcast. It is just so frustrating and so infuriating—the combination of rage and the sense of absolute impotence. It’s not a happy feeling. It gets back to the golden rule. You would never treat somebody this way yourself. It’s against everything we’ve ever learned, from the time we were ambulatory. The experience we have is antithetical to everything that we ever have been told about what constitutes the way to get along with others.”




Garfield believes Comcast and other companies ignore a changing business landscape at their own peril, a landscape in which the Internet is giving new power to customers. “Now we can aggregate to have our voices heard and to put pressure on these people. Customer service and customer relations management is going to be so critical to all corporate futures. Marketing, as we have known it, is all about customer relations in the future. I mean, forget advertising. It is over. We are seeing the last dregs of advertising being the prime marketing tool. It’s going to be all about cultivating, exploiting, and collaborating with consumers. And you can’t do that if they hate you.”




Hundreds of customers posted their complaints on Comcast Must-Die right away. Many then reported online about getting a personal call from a Comcast customer service worker who was monitoring the site and made sure to solve their problems. Garfield was happy with that but thought the company should go further. “It’s not just servicing the customer; it is befriending, exploiting, collaborating. And they have to create a technical infrastructure, and also empower employees to deal with customer complaints in a logical, honest, straightforward manner. They are very far from being there.”






On the site, Garfield laid out three main demands to Comcast. First, he asked the company to recruit a “panel of customers to consult, brainstorm, complain and advise you every step of the way.” Second, he asked for a Web site where customers can post feedback “of every kind.” And finally, “most importantly of all, you must recognize that none of this is a PR move you have to make through gritted teeth. It is a golden opportunity to exploit the unprecedented potential of a connected world.”




Garfield pointed out that ever since the founding of Comcast in Tupelo, Mississippi, in the 1960s, it has been laying the wiring for what has become the Internet. “Yet you don’t even realize you have created the very conditions for all of us to band together against you. At this moment it must seem like Frankenstein’s monster, but take our word for it: It’s Comcastic,” he wrote, using the company’s own advertising slogan to mock it.




While all this public turmoil was taking place on the customer side of Comcast, the shareholders were getting restless and squeezing the company from their end as well. Heretofore in the cable television and broadband Internet industry, only one of a handful of companies provided service in any local market. But those local monopolies started to face serious competition from the dominant national players in the telecommunications industry, such as Verizon and AT&T. Those companies began offering broadband Internet access and television just as Comcast was breaking into the telephone business. Comcast lost some customers, but it also poached some from its new competitors. By the end of 2007, apparently due to pessimism about the company’s ability to compete, share prices for Comcast had fallen 35 percent despite the fact that revenues were up and the company was still profitable.




In a speech in early January 2008 at a major Las Vegas consumer electronics show, Brian Roberts, Comcast’s CEO and the son of the company’s retired octogenarian founder, said Comcast’s “customer service has got to continue to reach new levels of excellence.”




A few days later, a high-level conflict that had been brewing for months came to a head when a major institutional investor in Comcast, Glenn Greenberg of Chieftain Capital Management, wrote a scathing letter to the board calling for the ouster of Roberts. Greenberg, son of baseball great Hank Greenberg, noted the falling stock prices and called the management of the company a “comcastrophe.” As examples, he pointed to slow response to competition; large management bonuses; a multimillion-dollar, five-year death benefit for Roberts’s father; and what he saw as too much emphasis on acquiring other companies while ignoring investors.




In a blog for BusinessWeek magazine a few days after the letter, reporter Jena McGregor spoke about the customers who were feeling ignored as well. She asked if “Comcast’s issues may be brought on, at least in part, by its customers’ widely aired complaints about its customer service.” McGregor said, “One need look no further than blogs” like ComcastMustDie and others to “find evidence that Comcast is the frequent target of unbridled consumer ire. Which makes me wonder: When will investors focus on customer service as an issue they should address?”




By Valentine’s Day 2008, Comcast was making moves to stem some of the most immediate shareholder criticism. They did away with the founder’s death benefit, reduced executive bonuses, and announced that they would reinstate a shareholder dividend they had not paid since 1999. Roberts assured investors that rumored plans to acquire Sprint or Yahoo were untrue. At least temporarily, stock prices rallied, and an investor uprising was quelled.




But a Fortune.com news brief about the Comcast shareholder initiatives garnered some representative public comments that again highlighted the company’s customer problems. One Fortune reader said, “Returning profits to their shareholders is good, in the short term, but Comcast needs to invest some of that profit in improving their extremely poor customer service.” Another Fortune reader said, “This week my wife and I have talked to a total of 9 individuals at their customer service center, including 4 supervisors, and they have yet to resolve our current issue. Unfortunately I’m starting to see that horrible customer service is actually the norm these days in EVERY industry here in the states. As a people we have no desire to properly serve others.”






Rick Germano, the senior vice president of customer operations for Comcast, was charged with the huge responsibility of taking on these issues. By early 2008, he had begun a listening tour of Comcast cities. In an open letter to customers on Comcast’s Web site, he announced the company’s new commitment to customer service. “We are putting a tremendous amount of resources into making it easier for you to do business with us. This is part of a company-wide effort to improve service that will continue for several years.” He then listed some of the first changes, including the hiring of 12,000 new customer service agents and technicians in the two previous years, opening six more call centers, weekend appointments for service so it is more convenient for customers, and shorter windows for appointment times so that customers aren’t spending entire days waiting for service.




Germano is humble, and surprisingly frank, when discussing his new role. “I would look like a corporate suit,” he says, “trying to bury a problem if I said we have no problems. We do have problems.” He has been at Comcast since 1986, first in the corporate office in Philadelphia and then managing the West Coast region. In that time, he has seen the company grow and evolve as it expanded from cable television into new markets and industries, such as providing high speed Internet and, now, telephone service. “Telecommunications has become quite competitive, and that’s new for us. Cable was a monopoly for all intents and purposes up until very recently. If you don’t have any competition, you’re the only game in town. People really aren’t going to leave you. They’re beholden to you.




“Now they have a lot of choices. And we went from not being in the phone business, to being the fourth largest telephone company in the United States in less than three years. And I think we took our eye off of the customer service ball. There were other, more important priorities, like rapid growth, product innovation, integration of acquired properties. We grew way too quickly, and now customer service is playing catch-up. We weren’t always big. When I first started, we were tiny, and nobody cared what we did. So I think, in some cases, we’re a victim of our own success. But the critical piece is: How do we handle it moving forward?




“Now we’re going up against some of the largest corporations on Earth. And it’s fascinating to me to watch AT&T and Verizon, two very large, well-respected corporations, get into the television business. They are learning the hard way, just like we’re learning the hard way in the telephone business. And customer service is a key differentiator. It has become much more important. So we have to go back and fix customer service, and it has to be sooner rather than later.”




Germano says to do that, the company will continue to adjust to its new competitive landscape, where fast change is inevitable and where employing the tools of the marketplace to keep their corporate eyes and ears open is key. “Customers have higher expectations. They want what they want, and they want it now. Companies have to listen, they have to understand—particularly larger companies. Social networking and blogs are very, very powerful. One unhappy customer, in any company, can become a national sensation in less than twenty-four hours. In our case, we’ve had a couple. And our reputation has been harmed. I think we accept that fact. A company can’t hide its problems anymore. But now we’re trying to go out and listen to people, listen to our customers, listen to our employees, and say, ‘Okay, what do we need to do to get our reputation back?’”




 




When Claes Fornell enlisted for mandatory military service in his native country, Sweden, during the late 1960s, he was given aptitude tests to determine the job for which he would be best suited. “Apparently, I tested well for putting patterns together that nobody else can see.” He was sent to work in cryptology, or code breaking. “I started trying to figure out what was crawling under the surface of the Baltic Sea. We had some very murky pictures from the bottom of the sea.” They also had sonar readings that indicated something was there. But nothing was self-evident. By making connections between the incomplete measures and other data they had, Fornell and his colleagues were able to come up with a plausible theory, even if they never found a conclusive answer. “We figured out there was a strong likelihood that it was Russian submarines, unmanned submarines.”




Well after his Swedish soldier days, Fornell would go on to develop his skill at determining “what something is even though I can’t see it” as a professor of business at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. And now, instead of trying to pinpoint suspected Soviet subs, he has turned his expertise toward measurement of a less subversive but equally elusive enigma: how well companies are doing at keeping their customers happy. Fornell is the founder of the American Customer Satisfaction Index, the ACSI, which is now considered a national standard in the United States. Through 65,000 customer interviews each year, Fornell and his staff come up with scores, on a scale of 0 to 100, for more than 200 major U.S. companies and government agencies. They segment the results into forty-three industries and ten economic sectors and calculate scores for them as well. The numbers have reflected customers’ satisfaction with the leading goods and services in the American economy since 1994, when the ACSI started.




“The modern economy has changed so much more than its measurement,” Fornell says, “particularly in the United States. This country had a great economic model in terms of producing more with less. And that worked well in manufacturing. But if you apply the same economic model and the same types of measurements to the service sector, it’s much more difficult. We were trying to run companies that are mostly service oriented as if they were manufacturing companies, and I just don’t think that is healthy. So I thought not only should we look at the quantity of economic output, but we should measure the quality. Because you can easily increase quantity, and quality suffers. And vice versa. They need to be better balanced. It’s something that has been neglected in economics, primarily because quality is a bit more difficult to measure.”




And measuring it from the consumer’s point of view is what Fornell says is unusual about the ACSI. “Traditional accounting leaves customer relationships off the balance sheet. It produces a distorted view of how a company makes money. With ACSI, we are able to capture a much better understanding of a company’s current condition and its future capacity to produce wealth.” Fornell says this is partly because “spending to improve customer service is usually treated as a cost center rather than an investment.” Returns on an investment in one quarter might not come back in the next quarter, or even in the next year, after the initial investment. And when they do come back, Fornell says, they aren’t necessarily seen as relating to the initial investment and are often credited to other factors. He is convinced, based on about fifteen years worth of data, that customer satisfaction is a leading indicator of a company’s long-term market value and financial health.




The exception he says, is in businesses where the customer has no real choice. “In the cable TV industry, forget it.” Comcast has had one of the lowest ACSI scores (54 in 2008) in the already low-scoring cable and satellite TV industry as a whole (64 in 2008). Fornell blames that in part on the fact that Comcast has had a monopoly in many cities. Customers had few, if any, other options. So the company, and the industry, did not have the incentive “to treat their customers well. And they still have made a lot of money. Now recently, if you look at the return to investors, it hasn’t been that great. But as long as we have a system, or a particular part of a system, where there’s not punishment for being bad, then you can make a lot of money by actually treating your customers like dirt. The airline industry is another interesting example. But it’s a little different. We’re not treated very well there either, but airlines are not making money.”




The airline industry as a whole had an average ACSI score of only 62 in 2008, down 13.9 percent from 1995, the first year it was measured. By contrast, one of the highest-scoring industries is Internet retail, which scored an average of 83. The leader in that industry is Amazon.com with a score of 88, up 4.8 percent from its score of 84 the first year it was measured in 2000.




Fornell believes that as the way we measure our economy grows more nuanced, customer service will improve. “Maybe I’m too optimistic, but I think it will be much more difficult in the future for companies to hide from the power of the buyer.” Increasingly, he says, the rule will be, “If you have consumer anger directed at your company, you better do something about it.” He is not much for clichés like “the customer is always right,” because, he says, “that is obviously not true. But what I do think is true is another saying: ‘Take care of your customer, or somebody else will.’”




 




Scott Broetzmann has been paying attention to angry customers for much of his career. He majored in psychology and communication science at the University of Wisconsin, and went on to work for the Better Business Bureau, first in his native Milwaukee and later nationally in Washington, D.C. A husband and father in his mid-forties, Broetzmann (pronounced Brets-man) is friendly, smart, and level headed—just the kind of guy most people would trust to analyze problems fairly and solve them humanely. After he left the Better Business Bureau, Broetzmann became a consultant on what the industry calls “the customer experience.” He collects data on it, analyzes it, and helps companies see the value of investing intelligently in their own customer service.




A few years ago, Broetzmann was reading a Washington Post article about store owners who were having a hard time holding on to staff because working in retail was so low paying and high stress. Broetzmann remembers the article depicting customers as “a bunch of jerks.” It immediately reminded him of actor Michael Douglas’s wry portrayal of an aggrieved customer gone wrong in the 1993 film Falling Down.




Douglas’s character, Bill Foster, is a man broken by the stresses of commuting, crime, job loss, divorce, and the cynicism of the everyday world. He reaches a breaking point in a fast food restaurant where he asks for breakfast at 11:32 one morning. The guy behind the counter says, “We stopped serving breakfast at 11:30.” Foster appeals to him to help anyway. The worker refuses. Dejected and out of patience, Foster looks the guy in the eye and says, “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘The customer is always right?’” The worker says, “Yeah.” Foster then says, “Yeah? Well, here I am, the customer.” Driven by what he interprets as continued disregard by the worker, Foster then pulls out a machine gun and waves it around the restaurant until he gets his way. He continues his armed tirade against bad service across Los Angeles. After ransacking a convenience store where he felt mistreated, he tells the frightened owner, “I’m just standing up for my rights as a consumer.”




Broetzmann also believes that customers often get a raw deal these days. But his motives and tactics for combating that are nothing like those of Michael Douglas’s character. Broetzmann prefers to mediate between aggrieved customers and companies gone astray. He takes care always to approach both with understanding and a goal of helping each to see the other’s point of view.




That is why he felt a need to counter what he saw as growing hype about irrational customers. He started his quest with an Internet search of the word rage and got a smorgasbord of terms: road rage, air rage, retail rage, computer rage, travel and leisure rage. But he saw little on the justified indignation of reasonable people, which he had a feeling was more common than indicated in the sensational accounts he found. “Rage was being positioned in the marketplace,” Broetzmann says, “maybe unfairly, maybe fairly, as a bunch of crazy people who did wacky things. It just didn’t seem right to me.”




Then the social scientist in him took over. His company, Customer Care Measurement and Consulting, based in northern Virginia, teamed up with Arizona State University’s business school to gather some hard evidence on the phenomenon he was sensing. They created the Customer Rage Study and reported their first results in 2003. The study was based on a telephone survey of a random sample of national households in which respondents who had trouble with a product or service during the past twelve months answered a series of questions about the problem they considered most serious. The study showed that approximately 68 percent said they were either extremely or very upset about their problem. Broetzmann and fellow researchers identified those people as experiencing “customer rage.” Another 28 percent were somewhat or a bit upset. Just 3 percent were not at all upset.






But the study went on. It asked those who were found to have “rage” to answer questions about the various ways they might have expressed their displeasure. Ninety percent said they shared their maddening story with other people, and 77 percent complained to the company that caused the problem. Of those who complained, customers reacted in one or more of the following ways to the company’s handling of their complaint: 57 percent decided never to do business with the company again, 28 percent yelled or raised their voice at a company employee, 8 percent cursed, and another 8 percent threatened legal action.




The Customer Rage Study came out again in 2004, 2005, and 2007, and not much had changed from 2003. The percentage of people with a complaint who reported experiencing rage rose or held steady each year, never again dipping below 70 percent. But in 2007, 44 percent reported being “extremely upset,” as compared with an average of 41 percent in previous years. Each year the study became more detailed. Perhaps in homage to Michael Douglas’s movie character, or maybe just to make sure rage wasn’t about to get out of hand as it did in that movie, the 2004 study began asking about revenge. Each year since, on average, 15 percent of respondents have wanted revenge on the company they felt had wronged them. Only 1 percent reported getting it. The study didn’t specify how, but Mona Shaw’s hammer and Bob Garfield’s ComcastMustDie Web site come to mind.




 




A few years ago, Junius Harris was moving into a newly renovated apartment in New York City. He had been a star elementary school teacher in Los Angeles and New York since the late 1980s. His friends say patience, forgiveness, integrity, and a wry humor seem to be embedded in Harris’s DNA. But the customer service at AT&T and Verizon pushed him past his limits during his move.




Harris and his partner, David Lebow, were set to move in on August 15. On July 15, Harris called to switch their current Verizon landline number to the new place. Moving it didn’t cost anything; he just had to get it done early so the line would be working when they moved in. But Verizon told him the previous tenants had not cancelled their account with AT&T, so the new apartment’s phone lines were still live. Before his phone service could be established, the previous phone service had to be cancelled. The Verizon customer service agent told Harris they could not cancel an AT&T customer’s account. He would have to get AT&T to do that. Verizon knew the account holder’s name and the phone number but couldn’t tell Harris, so he would have to cancel the account without any of the information or authority he needed. Harris called his new landlord for help, only to find he was in Greece for the month. Harris called Verizon one more time just to see if there was any other way. The agent told him they could install new lines into the apartment, but that would cost $300. Harris decided to go ahead with it. The agent immediately made the appointment for Saturday, August 15, move-in day.




Then Harris called AT&T, on his Verizon phone, to see if he could get anywhere with them. He couldn’t proceed too far into the voice response system because he didn’t have an account number (an AT&T phone number). When the system asked if he was a customer, he said yes, just to get through. He was asked again for his account number. Finally, he shouted “agent” and “operator” at the voice response system. At first it told him it did not understand his response. But he just kept shouting “agent” repeatedly. Eventually it connected him to a live customer service agent, in India. Harris explained the situation. But when she asked him for the number of the line in the apartment, he couldn’t tell her. When she asked for the name of the customer, he didn’t know. Finally, she told him that all she could do was report it as an abandoned line. She would file the form, but it would take two weeks to turn off the line. So by the beginning of August, the line should be free to set up his Verizon service. He was skeptical and asked her to give him a number he could call to check on it. She assured him the old phone line would be disconnected and gave him a confirmation number instead. He asked again for a phone number to check on it. She wouldn’t give in. Harris hung up, warily.






Then he called Verizon back to cancel the appointment to put in new lines. They transferred him to the maintenance line. The technicians advised him not to cancel the appointment unless he was positive the line was free, because then he might be left in the lurch. He agreed, and so they transferred him back to the agent. She told Harris that if the line was free when they came out and they didn’t have to install new wires, the service call would cost only $80. Then without really saying it, the Verizon agent mentioned that one way to get around this was to call AT&T and pretend to be somebody who could get the line cancelled. Harris understood her point, but lying was not really in his nature.




Three weeks later, about five days before moving day, Harris and Lebow were at the apartment cleaning it. Harris called AT&T again from his cell phone to see if the line had been cancelled. He somehow maneuvered himself to something called AT&T Local. The agent was in the United States this time. Harris told his story, replete with the confirmation number. The agent told him that the line had not been cancelled. No form had been filed. She said the confirmation number he had meant nothing. It was a fake. They didn’t issue those kinds of numbers. She said the only way to cancel the account was to have the person who owns the building or the account holder do it. Then she asked, “Who are you again?” Before the call, Lebow had run down to the mailboxes for the apartment and gotten the two names of the previous tenants off it—a male name and a female name. So Harris didn’t lie, but answered that the account holder was one of the two names. The agent told him it was the woman he mentioned. That helped. At least he had the name now. But the AT&T agent said all she could do was try to expedite a new order to cancel the abandoned line. She wouldn’t promise it would be done by Saturday, but he was welcome to call back and check then.




On Saturday morning, a few hours before Verizon was due to arrive, Lebow was unpacking, and Harris went in the back room to call AT&T one more time. He now knew which buttons to press and which prompts to use to get where he needed to be. As he waited on hold, he planned what he would say.






Harris was born and grew up in Jamaica, Queens, in New York City. His father was a bus driver and his mother a nurse. He had gone to Columbia University, the first in his family to make it to the Ivy League. Sitting on hold that morning in his new apartment, Harris says something clicked. “I realized they weren’t going to give me a straight answer.” Then he thought of the woman at Verizon who seemed to be nudging him to do what he was about to do.




When the AT&T operator came on the line, he found himself yelling into the phone in a Greek accent. “Yes, hello. My name is Stavros Papadopoulos,” the name of his landlord. “It all came together,” says Harris. “It was such a big lie, and it just felt so weird because everybody had been saying that they were taking care of this, and they weren’t.” He went on impersonating his landlord. The agent told him the line was not cancelled yet. He did a whole riff on how he was a very busy man and had no time to deal with their incompetence. “What kind of business are you running?” he asked, his Greek accent holding strong. “I need this to end now.” Suddenly, the agent was very apologetic. “But I blustered on,” says Harris.




Lebow had heard the yelling and wondered what was going on. He came to the door but didn’t go in. He heard Harris bellowing into the phone in a Greek accent. Thinking he might ruin it for laughing, he stepped away. “Tell me who to call. I want names and numbers. My tenant needs to move in. What kind of people say they will do something and then don’t do it?” In the end, the woman said she would take care of it right away and that the line should be free in minutes. She apologized profusely and thanked him for calling AT&T. Harris said, “Thank you. I apologize for yelling. It was nothing against you. How do you say—you seem like a very nice lady.” When Verizon came an hour later, it was done. Harris felt a little guilty but says, “It was so frustrating. They make you do things you wouldn’t normally do.”




In that 2001 rudeness survey by Public Agenda, 69 percent of respondents said they believed the problem of a lack of consideration and courtesy in our society was getting worse. And 52 percent of respondents said the residue from these infuriating incidents stayed with them for a long time afterward. But one point in the study raised a question that is debatable: 73 percent of respondents said they believe Americans used to treat people with more respect and courtesy in the past, while 21 percent believe that is simply nostalgia for a past that never existed.




A look back at how customer service has evolved (or devolved) in this country, especially customer service by telephone, not only confirms the merit of both those opinions about the past in the rudeness study, but also shows how we got to where we are today.




























2.


What Would Alexander Graham Bell Say Now?











Mildred Lothrop was roused from her sleep in the wee hours of Monday morning, May 31, 1920, by the sound of a ringing switchboard. As the chief telephone operator for Northwestern Bell in Homer, Nebraska, her home in the heart of that small town was the area phone company’s main office. She hopped out of bed and ran to answer the call. Mildred knew that if someone was ringing her in the middle of the night, it must be important. Sure enough, a customer five miles up the Omaha Creek from Homer was calling to alert Mildred that heavy rains had caused the creek to overflow, turning the entire valley above Homer into a sheet of water, and the torrent was heading toward town. Sitting at the switchboard, still in her dressing gown, Mildred sprang into action. She rang and woke the fire chief and the mayor. Then she methodically began calling all her sleeping customers in the path of the flash flood to warn them of the coming waters and urge them to get to higher ground.




She sent the youngest of her five sons out into the rain to ring the fire bell, knowing that would wake the residents she might have missed, causing them to call her at the central office to find out what was happening. As the heavy storm kept coming for more than four hours, Mildred stayed at her job, providing a lifeline for her inundated customers. Even as water rose around her and the mayor and her sons begged her to abandon the switchboard for her own safety, Mildred wouldn’t budge. She was the pivotal communications point for the whole area, directing help where it was needed and assuring stranded customers that someone would rescue them soon. Mildred did not leave until the flood waters had risen so high that her switchboard would no longer function. The water was up to her shoulders when they finally pried Mildred away from her work post to safety. About a hundred homes were damaged or destroyed by the flood, but because of Mildred’s dedication, no one died. Later she said that though she was frightened, “At times like that, you just don’t think about yourself.”




In recognition of her heroism, Mildred Lothrop was the first person ever awarded the Vail Gold Medal, accompanied by a $1,000 check. The award, still given to telecommunications industry workers today and accompanied by checks as high as $10,000, is named after the first general manager of AT&T, Theodore Newton Vail. The award was created after Vail’s death in 1920 to honor employees who lived up to his legendary devotion to what we would call customer service today. But Vail called it “public relations,” before that term took on its current meaning. Vail believed that taking care of the customer—good relations between the customer and the company—was the most important thing a corporation could do for its long-term health and profit. He believed that corporations had a public trust with their customers as much as they did with their investors. Bucking the trend of the time, he advocated that profits should be funneled back into the company for service improvements and not solely doled out to investors. He preached that the long-term health of the company and satisfaction of its customers should not be subordinated to the short-term gain of shareholders.




Vail’s disagreements with other business leaders of his era, including the Boston financiers of AT&T, caused him to quit his post as general manager after nearly twenty years. Vail said the early investors in the telephone and telegraph industry were running the show and thinking only of milking all the technology patents they had for the benefit of the stockholders, at the expense of the customer. Vail knew that strategy was a shortsighted collision course that would produce disastrous results for the customers and for long-term profits.




Vail was proven right. In 1907 he was brought back as AT&T’s president by financier J. P. Morgan after most of the early technology patents had expired. The company was losing money, and the public’s distrust of it was at a zenith. To great success, Vail implemented his pioneering idea of one unified long-distance phone service for all the country, reinforced by his ideas of “public relations.”




Vail came by his interest in communication technology naturally. His great-uncle was Samuel Morse, who invented the Morse code, a forerunner to the telephone. Just before coming to the telephone industry, Vail had been in charge of the U.S. Postal Service, where he implemented some of the systems the post office still uses today, including the idea of carriers delivering mail every day from their bags. He has been credited more recently for making the post office into the FedEx of its day, creating a new, efficient message delivery system. So the concept of creating a national phone service that connected the entire United States was a natural outgrowth of his previous work and even his ancestry.




In the 1910 AT&T Annual Report, Vail summed up some pitfalls of the customer service business then, which endure today. He talked about business from the point of view of both the customer and the company. Such compassion, or even compassionate lip-service, was not common among corporate leaders in those days. “There has always been and will always be the laudable desire” said Vail, “of the great public to be served rightly, and as cheaply as possible, which sometimes selfishly degenerates into a lack of consideration for the rights of those who are serving. On the other hand there has always been the laudable desire of the ‘server,’ or the producer, to get a profit for his services or production, which sometimes degenerates into a selfish disregard or a lack of consideration for the rights of those who are served.”




Vail’s ideas about humane treatment of customers by companies also extended to employees. Under his leadership, AT&T became the first corporation to provide pensions for its workers. And when government regulators were breathing down the neck of the company, it was Vail who engineered the regulated monopoly structure that kept the company private, a structure that endured at AT&T until deregulation in the 1980s. In a regulated monopoly, a company agrees to government oversight, in exchange, the government makes it illegal for other companies to compete in the market. “It is contended,” he wrote in 1907, “that if there is to be no competition, there should be public control.” That idea too came from a sense of being fair to the customer and the belief that one unified long-distance service was better than many, even though the phone company—as AT&T came to be known until deregulation opened up the market to competitors—did not always live up to Vail’s most noble ideals.




 




Just after Christmas in 1890, a letter complaining about local phone service was sent to Gardiner G. Hubbard, the father-in-law of telephone inventor Alexander Graham Bell, from a well-known citizen of Hartford, Connecticut. It was addressed to “The father-in-law of the Telephone” at Hubbard’s home in Washington, D.C., and signed, “Mark Twain.” It read in part:








The Hartford telephone is the very worst on the face of the whole earth. No man can dictate a 20-word message intelligibly through it at any hour of the day without devoting a week’s worth of time to it, and there is no night-service whatsoever since electric-lighting was introduced. Though mind you they charge for night-service in their cold, calm way, just the same as if they furnished it. And if you try to curse through the telephone, they shut you off. It is this ostentatious holiness that grovels me. Every day I go there to practice and always get shut off. So what it amounts to is, that I don’t get any practice that can really be considered practice.







Twain facetiously held Hubbard and Bell responsible for the troubles (including not being able to get practice at using curse words) with his local phone company’s version of the mechanism he implied they had foisted upon the world.




Some of the challenges and public sentiments surrounding early telephone service in the late 1880s and early 1900s were eerily similar to troubles abounding in today’s world of customer service by telephone. If customer rage had been measured among the first telephone subscribers, who were mostly affluent white men, it might well have registered somewhere near the percentages we see today, or higher.




In November 1882, the New York Times said, “There is nothing that will so excite the irritability of a person, apparently, as the telephone, and the man who can use it and keep an even temper at the same time is a paragon of patience and forbearance.” A month later in December, an article headlined “Swearing by Telephone” described a Cincinnati case in which a man got angry when an operator connected him to the wrong number and he said, “If you can’t get the party I want, you may shut up your damn telephone.” At that, company representatives came to the man’s house, took his telephone, and barred him from being a customer because of his profanity. The man filed suit and lost, so he appealed to the district court. He lost there too. Part of the ruling read, “The question is whether in a business communication, where a party is somewhat excited, having failed to get a proper communication, and uses the words, ‘Damn your telephone,’ that is a sufficient ground for cutting off permanently the use of the telephone for which he had paid and depriving him of a vested right.” Apparently it was.




By 1902, swearing at operators had become illegal in many places. In Chicago, John Laskowski was charged with disorderly conduct and fined $20 for shouting what the prosecution called “cuss words” after an operator told him that not only was the line he wanted busy, but also that he couldn’t get back the money he had deposited into the pay phone he was using. Laskowski admitted to swearing at the phone and the operator. “But,” he told the court by way of explanation, “I was hungry and wanted to telephone for my dinner.” The court said that was no excuse for swearing. In St. Louis, also in 1902, Dr. Gettys, a physician, was arrested for cursing at an operator. In court he was asked, “Did you swear over the telephone?” He responded, “Yes, Sir, I did.” But he clarified, “I cussed the system, not the employees.” Dr. Gettys was found guilty of using abusive language and fined $5.






Much like customer service agents today, in the early days of the telephone, it was the frontline workers, the operators—not senior management—who directly bore the brunt of customers’ frustration with their system. As the telephone was becoming an instrument for communication in the late nineteenth century, human operators were required to connect customers through switchboards. And the first switchboard operators were teenage boys, a logical choice because they were the ones who had successfully operated all the telegraphs that came before telephones. But they didn’t need to talk to customers to get their telegraph jobs done. When they suddenly did have contact with customers, the boys proved to be too unruly. Customers complained that boy operators were rude and cursed at them. In the switching rooms, the boys had to run from one board to another and yell to each other to connect the calls. It sometimes took awhile because the technology was slow. Apparently during the waits, the boys also had wrestling matches, threw spit wads, played practical jokes on customers, and some even drank beer. The various local phone companies had a hard time reeling in their wild operators.




In 1910, thirty-four years after the telephone was invented, Herbert N. Casson wrote a lively account of the early years in which he described the operator problem. “By the clumsy methods of those days, from two to six boys were needed to handle each call. And there was usually more or less of a cat-and-dog squabble between the boys and the public, with every one yelling at the top of his voice.” He concluded, “Boys, as operators, proved to be most complete and consistent failures. Their sins of omission and commission would fill a book. What with whittling the switchboard, swearing at subscribers, playing tricks with the wires and roaring on all occasions like young bulls of Bashan, the boys in the first exchanges did their full share in adding to the troubles of the business. Nothing could be done with them.”




Knowing that to lure customers away from the telegraph they would have to improve their operators’ service, the phone companies eventually fired the teenage boys, a solution that Casson applauded. “In place of the noisy and obstreperous boy came the docile, soft-voiced girl. The quiet voice, pitched high, the deft fingers, the patient courtesy and attentiveness—these qualities were precisely what the gentle telephone required in its attendants.” He also said, “Girls were easier to train; they were more careful; and they were much more likely to give ‘the soft answer that turneth away wrath.’”




Rather than being a quality inherent to women, the female operators’ civility might have had more to do with the fact that a woman with a yen for some independence, or income, did not have many other job options outside the home in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Another bonus for the company was that the women could be paid less than the boys, who were already low paid. But a century ago, not many people would have worried about any of that. Instead, Casson went on to praise the operators’ part in the proper running of the newest technological wonder: “These telephone girls are the human part of a great communication machine. No matter how many millions of dollars are spent on cables and switchboards, the quality of telephone service depends upon the girl at the exchange end of the wire. More is demanded of her than any other servant of the public.” He believed that the telephone company was providing a public service, though that was not necessarily the common belief of his business colleagues.




Casson also foreshadowed the respective plights of telephone customer service agents and their customers a century later when he said, “Her clients refuse to stand in line and quietly wait their turn. They do not see her work and they do not know what her work is. They are in a hurry, or they would not be at the telephone; and each second is a minute long. Any delay is a direct personal affront that makes a vivid impression upon their minds.”




The women selected to become operators were chosen for their manner and malleability. Perhaps in reaction to the disastrous experience with the boys, phone companies all over the country kept a tight rein on these women, carefully picked to project a certain image. Many more applied than were selected. They were required to be unmarried and usually between the ages of about eighteen and twenty-six. If they married, they were let go. Dress codes meant they had to look prim and proper always, even though, as Casson had noted, no subscribers would see them doing their jobs. Also in line with the tenor of the times, phone company executives rejected any African American or Jewish women who applied, and they would not hire anyone with a foreign-sounding accent. The women who were hired were given elocution lessons as part of their rigorous training. They were taught to draw out certain words for clarity because early telephone lines were noisy. So the word please would be pronounced “pleeeyazz.” The number nine became “niyun,” and the word line turned into “liyun.”




Corporate executives also commissioned management teams to come in and marshal the women to the company’s needs. Much as management does in some call centers today, these early telephone operators had their humanity regulated down to the smallest detail, all in the name of efficiency. The women had to sit facing the switchboard at all times. They were not to talk to each other and were not allowed to look around for fear they might miss a light flashing on the switchboard indicating an incoming call. They were to answer those calls within four and a half seconds. They had strict limits on what they could and could not say to the customers, and they were always required to use “pleeeyazz” and “thank you.” They worked ten to twelve hours a day, six days a week. Supervisors watched over them at all times. They had to ask for permission to go to the bathroom or get a drink of water. And without the operators or customers knowing it, some supervisors even listened in on their conversations. No recording back then warned anyone that “your call may be monitored for quality assurance.”




The women came to be called “hello girls,” because when subscribers took their receivers off the hook to place calls, instead of the dial tone that came later, they would hear the operators say “hello” on the other end. The early phone systems did not use numbers, so the operators had to memorize the names of all the customers. Once phone numbers became standard, the operators were required to pick up the call by asking for the number the subscriber wanted to call, saying only, “Number, please.” Often subscribers became impatient waiting for a connection, so managers began monitoring and calculating the wait times. In 1882, the average wait time for a Chicago subscriber to be connected to another local subscriber was five minutes. By 1897, that wait time had been reduced to 45 seconds. By 1900, the average wait time was down to 6.2 seconds.




Despite the civilizing influence the women were supposed to have had on their customers, during those waiting periods the operators heard the brunt of customers’ frustration at the amount of time a connection was taking and at the poor quality of the early connections too. A Cincinnati operator quoted in the local paper in 1920 described some of her customers as “discourteous, inconsiderate, chronic complainers.” She said the customers often didn’t speak clearly or loudly enough and then got angry when the operators didn’t immediately catch what they were saying. “Their society manners are forgotten when using the telephone.” Another employee told the paper in 1920, “The public has forgotten the operator is a human.”




An anonymous poem of the time conveys the prevailing public conception of these early operators and is telling for its similarities to current-day attitudes toward customer service agents:








The Girl We Call “Hello”




There’s a certain kind of people, very useful, yet obscure,




Who receive small approbation from the public, I am sure.




Yet the service which they render none of us could well forego,




Still ’tis rare we kindly speak or think of the girl we call “Hello.”











The Public simply take her as a cog in one great wheel,




Placed there for their convenience, to promote the commonweal.




And it’s rare indeed a kindness to these girls we show,




But oftentimes we “cuss” aloud the girl we call “Hello.”






We grasp our “phone,” a number give, and should there be delay,




We frankly are ashamed to own the awful things we say.




We seem to think that ours must be the only call, you know.




When perhaps some forty others, quite insistent, call “Hello.”







Around the turn of the century, automatic switching technology was developed that began to make these local operators’ duties obsolete. They no longer had to be involved in connecting one caller with another at local phone companies. Newer phones started to have rotary dialing mechanisms so customers could dial each other directly in local systems. Hello girls began to fade. In 1892, LaPorte, Indiana, became the first city in the country to have a fully automated local phone system. A news brief in the New York Times on November 3, 1892, noted the milestone with the headline, “Does Away with the ‘Hello’ Girl.” It said that the city was celebrating the new system by declaring the following Thursday “telephone day” and that “a special train load of capitalists from Chicago, New York, San Francisco, and Europe” would be arriving to join the festivities.




Years later, nostalgia began to mark the continued fading away of local operators, as more systems integrated the automated switching technology. In 1906, the New York Times ran a Sunday magazine feature “The Passing of the Telephone Girl: A Retrospect,” which started by reporting that, “there has been some anxiety felt in ‘Hello’ circles as to the future of the telephone girl in case the automatic girlless phone should be adopted.” The article estimated there were more than 5 million telephones in the United States at that time, and that more than 45,000 “girl” operators responded to more than 25 million “hellos” each day:








Her familiar voice is heard wherever the telephone wire leads. From the isolated prairie homestead to the hurry and bustle of Wall Street is a long step, but the voice of the ubiquitous telephone girl is heard all along the line. So familiar has her presence been in the growth of the country at large that any development in the art of telephony which would do away with her services would appear to be a radical departure from the accepted methods in vogue.







The 1906 article then went on to mourn the seemingly inevitable nationwide loss of the operator at “central,” as the local switching facilities where the hello girls worked were called. And the article foreshadowed public laments a century later about the loss of human contact on today’s customer service lines:








The telephone business does not differ from any other, inasmuch as the process of evolution always tends to eliminate the personal factor as much as possible, substituting mechanical means for manual operations.




Stop for a moment and think what this means.




A machine, no matter how ingeniously constructed, cannot think. In the adoption of the automatic telephone we eliminate the girl who has placed her intelligence at our command, and instead assume the entire responsibility of our actions.




The feeling of assurance given by the friendly voice of central will be missing, and instead there will arise a sense of incompleteness which will be difficult to overcome.







 




By World War II, the hello girls’ time had passed. But for at least the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, operators, who continued to be almost all women, were still needed to connect long-distance calls. Then, in the late 1950s, direct dialing of long-distance calls became possible, and the operators’ role was reduced further, mostly to handling collect calls.






The middle of the twentieth century also saw the first incarnations of the term customer service, as businesses started to answer customers’ questions and take orders by phone. In 1950, an article in the New York Times reported that for the previous ten years, the New York Telephone Company had employed eleven courtesy experts they called “customer service consultants.” These experts had analyzed phone operations and conducted workshops for about 1,500 subscribers, “including manufacturers, department stores, banks, lawyers, universities, newspapers and theatres,” teaching them how to “speak pleasantly, cheerfully and courteously over the telephone.” In one telephone order-taking department at a department store, the consultants found that the women taking the orders “sounded bored, made customers hang on and did not apologize for delays.” The way the women answered the phone especially shocked the consultants. Instead of a more professional greeting, the workers picked up the phone and said, “It’s your nickel, brother, talk fast.”




The consultants found the main reasons for the women’s sour moods were that the forty female telephone workers had to function in cramped quarters and did not think they had the information they needed to do their jobs properly. As a result, the consultants suggested that the phone order area be expanded, which it was. The women were given more information to use. And the courtesy experts also instructed them on how to answer the phone politely.




In 1965, the chairman of the Macy’s department store board was considered bold for making “customer services” a central theme of his speech to the Macy’s annual shareholders’ meeting. Jack I. Straus said the highest-level executives in retailing were not being deployed to supervise the handling of after-sale issues such as customer questions and complaints. Instead, these functions were put on the back burner, while top executives spent the bulk of their time overseeing all aspects of making sales. Straus said that the effects of that kind of management were being noticed by customers. He told the board of a recently completed six-month review by thirteen task forces within Macy’s looking at all aspects of customer contact, from employee attitudes and store policies to delivery, billing, and advertising. Based on their findings that customers felt neglected, he announced a major program at Macy’s to “re-emphasize the importance of impressing on the customers that we are really interested in their problems, that we really care.”




Then he waxed poetic about the dehumanizing technological and social changes that were proliferating around them. “We live in a world where we are a number,” he said, “to the tax collector and to the Social Security department.” Referring to new postal innovations and the new seven-digit phone numbers that replaced the old system of exchanges, where neighborhood names were combined with numbers, he continued, “We are getting all-number telephone dialing and we live in zip code areas.” The anonymity of all these numbers, he said, has led to a general sense of alienation. He then spoke of what he considered the antidote: a policy of “caring” he was reinstating at Macy’s. He said that such an attitude was not just a program that all retailers needed to consider, but a philosophy with an impact beyond retailing, to caring about the quality of government, education, and public safety. “Someone has got to get religion on this matter,” Straus said.




By the early 1960s, the stage was being set for a wave of consumer advocacy in the United States, in sync with the widespread political unrest and social rebellion that spread through the decade. President Kennedy had focused attention on consumer issues with his Consumer Bill of Rights in 1961, which established the Consumer Protection Agency. Among other things it stated that consumers had a right to be heard. Then President Johnson created a new position, the special assistant to the president for consumer affairs, and appointed labor activist Esther Peterson to the job.




Ralph Nader made a splash in the 1960s and 1970s with his consumer advocacy as well, especially in addressing the safety and quality of U.S. automobiles. His 1965 book, Unsafe at Any Speed, shook the automobile industry and led to the implementation of what were called lemon laws to protect consumers against getting stuck with badly built cars. His advocacy also led to other stricter regulation of product safety and quality-of-life issues across the board, such as mandatory seat belts in cars and clean water and air legislation.






In 1969, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce called for a program of voluntary business reforms to respond to growing consumer pressure. An advisory panel report by thirty-two business leaders said, “Current consumer activism, which has gone beyond protest to the formulation of legislative reform programs, represents a ‘new consumerism’ much as the civil rights movement of the fifties sought redress through programs and policies designed to stimulate Government action.” The chamber report came up with the voluntary reforms “to minimize ill-conceived legislation and to offset the impact of new Federal regulatory programs which could impose onerous burdens on industry.” In other words, business had gotten the message of the times: the masses, or at least a lot of people under thirty, were rebelling against what they saw as corporate greed and disregard for the consumer. They were using legislation to address their concerns, and businesses had better cover themselves. The chamber advised companies to change how they operated, especially in their marketing and advertising practices, “to reflect a greater awareness and sensitivity to the public’s evolving ethical values and nonmaterialistic aspirations.” The report warned executives, “It is of paramount importance to recognize that the consumer movement is well-established and is likely to gain strength in coming years.”
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