
Jan. 31, 2009 
 
COMMENTARY: CEOs, PR Disconnect: 'Old School' vs 'Don't Call Us, We'll Call You' -- Maybe 
 
By Rene A. Henry 
 
Seattle, WA (Special to HNN) --- As an author and writer, I get some of my best material from personal experiences. Today we have a new breed of CEOs in Corporate America to whom I like to direct questions to see how they and their gate guardians respond. That is, if they have the business acumen to even respond. 
 
In the era before e-mail, it was extremely rare if “old school” heads of companies did not respond. If they did not answer the individual directly, they would forward the letter to the public relations director or someone in that department to handle. 
 
Unfortunately, in many American businesses today, it is no longer that way. CEOs and their gate guardians have found a new place to send letters with questions they don’t want to answer -- a place called the “executive office,” whatever that might be. 
 
There is an obvious disconnect between CEOs today and their public relations departments. This could signal not only a change of policy and the way many companies now do business, but perhaps even a lack of regard or respect that CEOs have for their public relations offices. 
 
Jim Cabela, vice chairman of Cabela’s Incorporated, wants to hear from his customers. In fact, he spends several hours a week answering letters and e-mails and attributes the success of becoming the world’s foremost outfitter to his keeping in personal contact with customers. Other Cabela’s senior managers follow his lead reading mail and responding to customers. 
 
Steve P. Akin, president of Fidelity Investments, and Kenneth L. Chenault, chairman and CEO of American Express, should listen to Cabela. Both shun contact with their investors and customers and rely on their “executive offices” for help rather than their public relations offices. 
 
One would think that the way Wall Street has run amok with greed, manipulation, fraud, lies, and mismanagement, that any firm in financial services would want to be as open and transparent as possible. Not so with Fidelity’s Akin. Letters to him have been answered by Mark Zartarian of “the executive offices” whose letterhead did not have a title, return address, telephone number, fax number or e-mail address. It was completely blank and subtly told me, “Don’t contact us, we’ll decide if we ever want to contact you.” 
 
I received a suspicious e-mail from a sender marked Fidelity. I was concerned about it being fraudulent spam e-mail so I called the local Seattle office to advise them. I wanted to forward the manager the e-mail, but I was given an 800 number to call to report the matter it to security. However, security didn’t want to be bothered and told me the issue had to be handled by investigations and my information would be referred to them. When I had no followup response, and after several days of calling with no one interested in the e-mail, I thought it needed to be brought to the attention CEO Akin. After all, other Fidelity investors could have received the same e-mail and could be vulnerable to a scam. 
 
Rather than wanting to see the e-mail or have someone contact me, Akin had Fidelity block my access to my on-line account. This required me to spend a couple of hours of my time that I didn’t have to work with the Seattle office to get matters back to normal. There has been no further contact from Fidelity or any interest whatsoever to investigate the mysterious e-mail. I tried without success to find the name of the public relations head of Fidelity. In one letter to Akin, I said I was working on a commentary and wanted answers to several questions. No response. 
 
I've thought about moving my account from Fidelity to another mutual fund, but the way Akin’s team has managed my retirement 401(k), there is so little left, it would hardly be worth the trouble to do so. 
 
On the other hand, when I contacted Microsoft about excessive spam, some fraudulently even using names of Microsoft and MSN, their legal department responded as did their public relations department and outside counsel, Waggener Edstrom. All were extremely helpful and I have enough material to write a series about how Microsoft is working with the Washington state attorney general to seek out and prosecute e-mail criminals and spammers. 
 
American Express is another matter. I get more of a response from my cats than I do from writing Kenneth L. Chenault at Amex. After several weeks of no response, I e-mailed Alicia L. Klosowski, vice president of public affairs, hoping to get some action. She completely dismissed me with a response saying my letter had been forwarded to “the appropriate people.” And, guess what? Of course, “the executive offices” are the “appropriate people.” I’ve carried an American Express card since 1966 so I wonder how they treat “new” customers. 
 
I e-mailed Klosowski back with several questions I wanted answered to use in this commentary, but she ran to hide with her boss where they go when questions are too tough to answer. Nearly a month after the fact, I did receive a call on my voicemail from someone in “the executive offices” whose name was unintelligible the way he pronounced it and did not spell it out. The call was promptly returned to his voice mailbox, but no response. 
 
I like to ask CEOs and senior managers “Tell me in 25 words or less why I should buy your product or service.” It is pathetic that so many -- when asked -- cannot answer this simple question. When Don Keough headed Coca-Cola, any employee in the company who could not say why anyone should buy and drink Coca-Cola, was subject to termination. Of course Keough, who also promptly answered letters addressed to him and returned phone calls, was “old school” management. 
 
To facilitate the best of customer service and also help prevent potential crises, all companies, organizations and institutions need a communications policy. I can’t remember when I haven’t, including federal service with the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. All phone calls, letters, e-mails and faxes were answered in 72 hours or less and preferably within 24. Out-of-office responses would be posted for e-mails and voice mail messages. The sender would be told if the inquiry was referred to another person. 
 
I believe that inquiries from the media or those involving serious, important issues, should always be referred to public relations for an immediate response. Gate guardians need an established policy to follow. 
 
Most of all, in today’s environment, companies should be truthful, open and transparent and not try to create false or misleading departments called “the executive office” unless the individual truly is physically located only steps away from the CEO. 
 
All of this is good advice for both Akin and Chenault. They and the management at Fidelity and American Express need to add to their vocabulary the two most important words in customer service and crisis communications, “I’m sorry.” 
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