Gate Guardians B Good Or Bad?
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Do you answer all of your calls?  Or do you delegate this to a secretary?  When they are not in meetings and available in their offices, communicative executives answer their own telephones.  This immediately assures the caller of access and reinforces the executive’s concern for business.

The obvious screen, “Who’s calling please?” always sounds a bit phony, especially when the screener puts the caller on hold, and then comes back on the line and says: “I’m sorry, Mr. So-and-So isn’t in right now.”  This always leave the thought in the back of one’s mind, “Is he really out, or is he just ducking me?”

Gate guardians who have a wall around their boss and want to know everything about the caller have been responsible for crises.  There are even cases when callers are asked their names and then handed off to yet another gate guardian who asks the same information.  Why would the first screener ask for a name if it were not passed on to the second?

Gate guardians may have cost Landor Associates, an internationally prominent design and brand-consulting firm based in San Francisco, the opportunity to do a major corporate identity and logo program for the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum.  The head of university relations at Texas A&M University, where the presidential library was to be sited, was putting together a list of several firms to be considered for the project.

Both the switchboard operator and an overly officious secretary guarded their management so well that the individual calling to request a capabilities statement and client list could never speak to anyone in authority. The “palace guard” obstacle was one of those types who has to know absolutely everything there is to know but then requires the caller to repeat it all again for her boss.  Frustrated, the individual could not identify the project, but gave his name, title and affiliation and urged the secretary to give it to her boss.

The library=s director was given complete information packages on several design firms that had been recommended.  No information on Landor Associates’ qualifications and experience was received.  Today, almost all of the information can be accessed on the Internet.

Listen to the Caller
All too often, people just don’t listen to the caller.  Donald Keough, former president of Coca-Cola, related the following story in an interview with Leaders magazine:

“I was calling one of my associates at The Coca-Cola Company -- it’s a big headquarters, big place.  I called up and said, ‘This is Don Keough, I’d like to speak to (name of individual).’  The secretary on the other end of the line said, ‘Who is this?’  I replied, ‘Don Keough.’ And she asked, ‘How do you spell that?’ I said: ‘K-e-o-u-g-h.’ And then she wanted to know ‘What business are you in?’  I told her ‘I work for The Coca-Cola Company.’  She said she would try to get her boss to call me back at some later date.”

Keough didn’t say how long the secretary continued to work for Coca-Cola.

There is one gate guardian whose face I would have loved to have seen when I had a perfect reply.  I was calling her boss, the chairman of a major Fortune 100 company, and said: “Hello, this is Rene Henry. Is (name) available?”  She replied, “Does he know you, Mr. Henry?”  I said, “Yes ... for about 25 years.  We’re friends and he was a former client.”

That wasn’t enough information for this secretary.  “Who do you work for, Mr. Henry?”  At the time, I was in immersed working in the 1988 George Bush Presidential campaign, so I just answered, “The Vice President.”  Her voice was so cold it could have frozen water if I had a glass in my hand, when she curtly said, “The Vice President of What?”  This I couldn’t resist and, almost laughing, understated, “The United States.” There was silence, and within five seconds my friend was on the phone, “Rene.  How are you?  What are you up to these days?”

Sometimes it is fun to give the gate guardians some of their own medicine!

