Communicate!
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Too many crises that might have been avoided happened because someone didn’t return a telephone call or answer a letter, fax or e-mail.  Not responding and being non-communicative violates one of the basic principles of customer service 

And, when the crisis is at hand, stonewalling does not make the crisis go away. We all know you never, never, ever have a “no comment” response.  To the general public and the media, “no comment” equates to guilt.

No response at all can mean giving implied consent.  Whenever you are in a situation where there is any question at all regarding whether or not there will be a response, remind the doubters of Sir Thomas More and A Man for All Seasons.  Sir Thomas used silence to respond to charges of disloyalty against King Henry VIII.  He was beheaded.  

No CEO or attorney would be beheaded today for not responding or stonewalling a crisis.  At least not in the U.S.  But it has been career ending for some who have mishandled their company’s, organization’s or institution’s crisis.

Consider the crisis of one of the country’s leading homebuilders when a secretary didn’t get back to a new home buyer or make her boss aware of the situation.  What makes this case history even worse is that the homebuilder was one of the first in the business to establish a customer relations department and was well respected by its customers and peers.  However, when employees don’t follow company policy, even the best programs can fail.

In one of the builder’s subdivisions in suburban Chicago, one new homebuyer was having problems that needed attention.  The wife was particularly concerned that the dishwasher wasn’t working properly when she was planning an important dinner party on Saturday evening.  She stayed home all day on Thursday waiting for a repairman that did not arrive.  She made several calls to the builder’s office on Friday, changed her plans, and stayed home all day Friday, to no avail.

The secretary thought the woman was a chronic complainer and just didn’t like her.  When the woman called again at 4:45 wanting to know what happened to the plumber, the secretary ignored the customer, left the message for her boss to handle on Monday, and went home at 5 p.m.

During the Saturday night dinner party the conversation got around to how the builder was handling repairs and how badly this one woman had been treated.  Before the evening was over, all of the guests realized they too had problems with their new houses that also needed fixing.

Among the guests was an attorney.  The dinner guests decided they should do something about the way the homebuilder was treating them. The lawyer mentioned the possibility of a class action lawsuit.  The entire community was mobilized the next day, a petition was signed by almost every new home buyer, and by the time the secretary got to work on Monday, a class action suit had been filed asking for a sales rescission.  Not only did the home builder have to correct probably many more items than otherwise may have been needed, but a cash settlement and costly attorney’s fees impacted the company’s quarterly earnings, tarnished it good reputation by negative exposure in the Chicago area media, and sparked action for homeowners in other subdivisions.

Communicators Need to Communicate

Professionals in the communications business often are the worst personal communicators.  A good example is a former dean of the School of Journalism and Public Relations at University of Southern California.  When Carol Burnett received a $1.6 million libel settlement from the National Enquirer she asked her public relations agency what she should do with the money.  The recommendation was to give it to a university to teach ethics in journalism.  An agency partner, who was a USC alumnus, was asked to arrange a meeting for Ms. Burnett with the dean, but not to mention her name or details of the proposed gift.

Over a three-day period, the PR representative tried several times to get through to the dean and was blocked each time by an overzealous gate guard who wanted to know more than he was willing to tell her.  The dean never returned any of the calls.

On the fourth day, Ms. Burnett said she was not going to give money to someone responsible for teaching students to communicate who couldn’t communicate himself.  She decided to give the money to Pepperdine University and asked the PR agency to release a story stating why.  When it appeared on page one of The Los Angeles Times the university did everything it could to resolve the matter, but time had run out.  The fallout was devastating to the university for a number of years.  Gifts to the department, because of the actions or inaction of its dean, dropped substantially.

Always Say “Thank You”

At another university, a philanthropist made a $20,000 gift to a chemistry professor.  The professor was upset because he wanted $100,000, but the benefactor was planning a major gift in the $1 million range for another department at the university.  After several weeks went by and the philanthropist had not received a “thank you” from the professor, he called to be sure his gift had gone through as planned and he hoped the professor was pleased.

The chemistry professor never had the courtesy to thank his benefactor, either verbally or in writing, and refused to return repeated telephone calls.  Because he was tenured and under the umbrella of “academic freedom,” the department head, dean, provost and president of the university did not intervene.  The benefactor not only cut the chemistry department off from any future gifts, but cancelled his plans for the $1 million gift as well.

So, what can you do?  Simple: Return every call, answer every letter.  Not only is it the right thing to do ... it’s good business.

