CORPORATE AMERICA:  IT’S TIME TO LISTEN

by Rene A. Henry

Harry S Truman said it best:  “The buck stops here.”  And, during the 1980s, Britain’s Lord Taylor, with the same philosophy, established a model for customer service and communication by a CEO.

Unfortunately, too many leaders of companies, organizations and institutions isolate themselves from their publics.  Write one and ask “Why should I buy your product or service?” and they either can’t or won’t answer.  These “executives” obviously either have no historical or institutional memory of either President Truman or Lord Taylor or don’t want to be bothered by their customers.  American management no longer is listening or responding to its customers, shareholders or employees.  Of course, neither are our leaders in government, but they should never be example setters.

Stanley T. Sigman, president and CEO of Cingular, refuses to respond to mail from customers and never answers the question about why someone should buy his wireless service.  The response comes from someone saying “I am in the office of the president.”  But what can you believe when the woman responding is three time zones away in California and Sigman’s office is in Atlanta?  Who’s kidding who about physically being located in the office of the president?  Why not just tell the truth?

If you write Edward C. Whitacre, Jr., chairman and CEO of AT&T in San Antonio, chances are someone also miles away will respond.  Why wouldn’t Whitacre at least want to see some of the mail addressed to him and hear what customers are saying?  Or encourage a customer to continue using AT&T?
Don’t expect anyone in management at American Airlines to respond.  Several times I wrote Peter J. Dolara, senior vice president for Miami, Caribbean and Latin America, and never received so much as an acknowledgment.  Forget trying to write his boss, CEO Gerard J. Arpey.  All you will get is an e-mail response from someone in customer service. American has a slogan “We know why you fly” but in my case they don’t have a clue.
According to Steve Larnes who says he is in the executive office of American Airlines, his department answers any correspondence to management.  “Our managers are too busy with more important things than to respond to letters from customers,” he told me.  When the airline responds by e-mail, it blocks any reply by the recipient, so the only way to communicate with the same person is by mail.

For someone setting the example for a CEO who doesn’t want to listen, the epitome would be Torstein Hagen, CEO of Viking River Cruises.  According to an anonymous source in Viking’s reservations department, “… at this time, and in perpetuity, he [Hagen] will not accept direct contact from passengers or solicitors.”  In perpetuity? Wow!  That’s a long time.
Stephen R. Covey, author and management consultant, ranks listening as one of his “7 Habits of Highly Effective People.”  Dr. Lawrence Susskind of Harvard University and author of “Dealing With An Angry Public” says that you will not be able to acknowledge the concerns of others if you cannot hear them. 

Our leaders today need to learn from the success of the late Lord Taylor.  He headed Taylor Woodrow, a British conglomerate involved in everything from building nuclear power plants and the English Channel tunnel to land and housing developments in the U.K., U.S., Canada and Spain.  Following a reception where a friend confronted him about a problem, he sent an edict to all employees that he be sent any complaint and failure to do so would result in immediate termination whether the employee was a secretary or division president. Because of his hands-on management style, within months complaints virtually disappeared.  

Any CEO should know from Business 101 that complaints cost money and eliminating them increases profits.
Author Tom Peters called 13 firms to pose a basic question or file a complaint.  His research turned up everything from great service to being transferred to a non-working number or being cut off.  When he called Nordstrom to speak to the CEO, in an instant Bruce Nordstrom was on the line and resolved the matter.

However, when Peters called Yoplait the operator refused to transfer the call.  At Ben & Jerry’s, his question brought an eight-minute response from the public relations department.  He wanted an annual report and information on the IBM annual meeting but a helpful operator turned into an automated recording and the information arrived two weeks after the meeting.

Understandably, CEOs of “Fortune 100” companies don’t have time to read every letter sent to them.  But to stay in touch with reality, some time each week should be set aside to read a few letters and then personally answer them and tell a customer why s/he should buy the company’s products or services.  In the long run, listening carefully to what the public wants could avert a crisis.  One of these days the gate guardian is going to stop a letter addressed to the CEO from the wrong person, perhaps a member of Congress or an oversight agency.
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