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In corporate parlance, it’s called the “breakpoint.” It’s how far 
customers can be pushed before their heads explode.  
 
From long waits at the airport to rude store clerks to ineffective 
helplines, shoddy customer service is a universal frustration. Today, 
companies crunch data and use artificial intelligence to determine 
exactly how angry a customer has to be to bolt. Many are walking right 
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up to that line. Technologies can track how long a customer will wait 
for a human to answer the phone and how many ads they will tolerate. 
They can monitor the tone of a customer’s voice. Companies know 
what steps they must take to keep shoppers loyal—and which they can 
skip.  
 
This knowledge has contributed to a decline in how customers are 

treated, say analysts, consultants and former executives. A smaller 
number make the counter case: that companies are using their better 
read to improve the customer experience. “There is more data available 
on just how disgruntled someone can be,” said Megan Burns, CEO of 
consulting company Experience Enterprises.  
 
Sally Robey reached her breakpoint with AT&T Inc. after six calls and 
a collective four hours on the phone with customer-service agents over 
the price of an unlimited phone plan. “It’s like they have a stranglehold 
on us,” said Ms. Robey, who had been an AT&T customer for 30 years 
when she decided she was done. Dogged by overage fees on her 
family’s seven-phone wireless plan, Ms. Robey, a mother of four from 
Wilmette, Ill., set out to get a plan with unlimited data. An AT&T cable 
subscriber and customer since 1988, she eventually got a better deal 
from Verizon Communications Inc. and returned to AT&T to see if it 
would match the rates. AT&T declined. “I said, ‘This is ridiculous, 
you’re not doing anything to keep us,’” Ms. Robey said. The agent, she 
said, told her: “No, there’s nothing I can do.” 
 
It was only when Ms. Robey was in the act of switching phone 
numbers to Verizon from AT&T that the wireless carrier buckled, she 
said. “Then they were, like, ‘Oh, we want to keep you.’ ” She ended up 
staying because the company gave her what she wanted right before 
she was about to leave. An AT&T spokeswoman declined to comment 
on Ms. Robey’s situation but said the company contacted her on the 
matter. 
 
The telecom giant is among the companies employing artificial 
intelligence to gauge customers’ behavior patterns and personalities to 
pair them with customer-service agents. “Matching the right agent to 
customers improves the likelihood of a positive outcome, measured by 
resolution rate and satisfaction scores,” an AT&T spokeswoman said. 
The company declined to comment further.  
 
Some companies now equip call centers with software that analyzes a 
caller’s tone of voice and pace of speech to determine how upset the 
person is. Angrier callers get routed to agents skilled at de-escalating 
conflict, who are in turn warned in advance. San Francisco-based 
cloud communications provider Dialpad Inc. transcribes call-center 
conversations in real time, sensing when a call is taking a turn for the 
worse. That can help prompt a manager to listen in, view the transcript 
and step in if necessary without having to ask customers to repeat 
themselves. “Voice is the last offline data set,” said Dan O’Connell, 
chief strategy officer, who says analyzing the tone of calls can help 
business quickly address customer concerns. 
 
Computing power and processing power have expanded exponentially, 
said John Birrer, chief of staff of Afiniti Inc., a company that makes call-
center software. “That allows you to make a millisecond decision when 
a call comes in to decide in a sophisticated way how to handle the 
call,” he said. Afiniti crunches data gleaned from consumers’ 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-meSlHOc-9N22OeNwdmr6C6WPDpqaHnC_7sRdwh8z0IF9VNQzDFwrd87SWJe1vQXV6hD1FxATmyF8Xl4iZvI0mY7cnJ5WmSkudjGoxk2NsYezn_UXXgzJxQUHcCBiijYf0d-kfAsvjjRdVuQHtddd76BbVCKihITWOoqiZBBtjDcTptYP4cgPs4g==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-meSlHOc-9N22OeNwdmr6C6WPDpqaHnC_7sRdwh8z0IF9VNQzDFwrd87SWJe1vQXV6hD1FxATmyF8Xl4iZvI0mY7cnJ5WmSkudjGoxk2NsYezn_UXXgzJxQUHcCBiijYf0d-kfAsvjjRdVuQHtddd76BbVCKihITWOoqiZBBtjDcTptYP4cgPs4g==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-meSlHOc-9N22OeNwdmr6C6WPDpqaHnC_7sRdwh8z0IF9VNQzDFwrd87SWJe1vQXV6hD1FxATmyF8Xl4iZvI0mY7cnJ5WmSkudjGoxk2NsYezn_UXXgzJxQUHcCBiijYf0d-kfAsvjjRdVuQHtddd76BbVCKihITWOoqiZBBtjDcTptYP4cgPs4g==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-meSlHOc-9N22OeNwdmr6C6WPDpqaHnC_7sRdwh8z0IF9VNQzDFwrd87SWJe1vQXV6hD1FxATmyF8Xl4iZvI0mY7cnJ5WmSkudjGoxk2NsYezn_UXXgzJxQUHcCBiijYf0d-kfAsvjjRdVuQHtddd76BbVCKihITWOoqiZBBtjDcTptYP4cgPs4g==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mJZ_FLyZN7S2xAcgO997sxlWA9Fy6l1hXyjOyX-6usCSqZ_PNkCKw_EzcqrWUf1u4lumIP54AGC_01-QBrusHNrFlTrEH7VYZVQGYVEWXDUaa4wA4j-aHd-FGAbq1GeVL4bWobZtG6DXT1Jc-oSy0_28Z7CDrUDtI99uFP2ZrvU2bDkFC0gYHrw==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mJZ_FLyZN7S2xAcgO997sxlWA9Fy6l1hXyjOyX-6usCSqZ_PNkCKw_EzcqrWUf1u4lumIP54AGC_01-QBrusHNrFlTrEH7VYZVQGYVEWXDUaa4wA4j-aHd-FGAbq1GeVL4bWobZtG6DXT1Jc-oSy0_28Z7CDrUDtI99uFP2ZrvU2bDkFC0gYHrw==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mJZ_FLyZN7S2xAcgO997sxlWA9Fy6l1hXyjOyX-6usCSqZ_PNkCKw_EzcqrWUf1u4lumIP54AGC_01-QBrusHNrFlTrEH7VYZVQGYVEWXDUaa4wA4j-aHd-FGAbq1GeVL4bWobZtG6DXT1Jc-oSy0_28Z7CDrUDtI99uFP2ZrvU2bDkFC0gYHrw==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mJZ_FLyZN7S2xAcgO997sxlWA9Fy6l1hXyjOyX-6usCSqZ_PNkCKw_EzcqrWUf1u4lumIP54AGC_01-QBrusHNrFlTrEH7VYZVQGYVEWXDUaa4wA4j-aHd-FGAbq1GeVL4bWobZtG6DXT1Jc-oSy0_28Z7CDrUDtI99uFP2ZrvU2bDkFC0gYHrw==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mJZ_FLyZN7S2xAcgO997sxlWA9Fy6l1hXyjOyX-6usCSqZ_PNkCKw_EzcqrWUf1u4lumIP54AGC_01-QBrusHNrFlTrEH7VYZVQGYVEWXDUaa4wA4j-aHd-FGAbq1GeVL4bWobZtG6DXT1Jc-oSy0_28Z7CDrUDtI99uFP2ZrvU2bDkFC0gYHrw==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQKT8JDuUmimJ6I4nmqSLpfPp40x3rhxDRLWGHTjMh7AVysokHkN-F4l-kmqGjL-EY_Oauo0kqNaTtnWM_v2hcj-DiPauCG3CACyiKHnPzGPliE2YFK_PPUJS7a2u0ned3TTV3YwKpe3Jw6BIjQjWfF4LOLv-6drF8pt0Dwal_cv7pg8ajwBwZuP67DSDW5nUOP5iM5mwpKl4OdI9fYoBpxXTYdPMbJY1iZiP9AkhEO7fcAgj3Z7C8VXvHI1mcbUm&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQKT8JDuUmimJ6I4nmqSLpfPp40x3rhxDRLWGHTjMh7AVysokHkN-F4l-kmqGjL-EY_Oauo0kqNaTtnWM_v2hcj-DiPauCG3CACyiKHnPzGPliE2YFK_PPUJS7a2u0ned3TTV3YwKpe3Jw6BIjQjWfF4LOLv-6drF8pt0Dwal_cv7pg8ajwBwZuP67DSDW5nUOP5iM5mwpKl4OdI9fYoBpxXTYdPMbJY1iZiP9AkhEO7fcAgj3Z7C8VXvHI1mcbUm&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQKT8JDuUmimJ6I4nmqSLpfPp40x3rhxDRLWGHTjMh7AVysokHkN-F4l-kmqGjL-EY_Oauo0kqNaTtnWM_v2hcj-DiPauCG3CACyiKHnPzGPliE2YFK_PPUJS7a2u0ned3TTV3YwKpe3Jw6BIjQjWfF4LOLv-6drF8pt0Dwal_cv7pg8ajwBwZuP67DSDW5nUOP5iM5mwpKl4OdI9fYoBpxXTYdPMbJY1iZiP9AkhEO7fcAgj3Z7C8VXvHI1mcbUm&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQKT8JDuUmimJ6I4nmqSLpfPp40x3rhxDRLWGHTjMh7AVysokHkN-F4l-kmqGjL-EY_Oauo0kqNaTtnWM_v2hcj-DiPauCG3CACyiKHnPzGPliE2YFK_PPUJS7a2u0ned3TTV3YwKpe3Jw6BIjQjWfF4LOLv-6drF8pt0Dwal_cv7pg8ajwBwZuP67DSDW5nUOP5iM5mwpKl4OdI9fYoBpxXTYdPMbJY1iZiP9AkhEO7fcAgj3Z7C8VXvHI1mcbUm&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQKT8JDuUmimJ6I4nmqSLpfPp40x3rhxDRLWGHTjMh7AVysokHkN-F4l-kmqGjL-EY_Oauo0kqNaTtnWM_v2hcj-DiPauCG3CACyiKHnPzGPliE2YFK_PPUJS7a2u0ned3TTV3YwKpe3Jw6BIjQjWfF4LOLv-6drF8pt0Dwal_cv7pg8ajwBwZuP67DSDW5nUOP5iM5mwpKl4OdI9fYoBpxXTYdPMbJY1iZiP9AkhEO7fcAgj3Z7C8VXvHI1mcbUm&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQKT8JDuUmimJ6I4nmqSLpfPp40x3rhxDRLWGHTjMh7AVysokHkN-F4l-kmqGjL-EY_Oauo0kqNaTtnWM_v2hcj-DiPauCG3CACyiKHnPzGPliE2YFK_PPUJS7a2u0ned3TTV3YwKpe3Jw6BIjQjWfF4LOLv-6drF8pt0Dwal_cv7pg8ajwBwZuP67DSDW5nUOP5iM5mwpKl4OdI9fYoBpxXTYdPMbJY1iZiP9AkhEO7fcAgj3Z7C8VXvHI1mcbUm&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-muFZkhN-md9zvOm12jNQAVzV4RAFBW1o6M1z9AZjx8qAQeJVZv0Rvynnn36VGNeSHbSWZaRWE_UvS1IiDhD9cMVOelOwVX45QJgneplgoqqJlg7T8-JGVj_ZFdULu0JxA-VZGrwPXzeIhqC4CuUahi3eFoQQzqm_xt0wz2kDx-sJz1zvmDdz2RSeUvt7szJjfGvgg_wysZ7YUzxaqa3PVGwOAHQDG9OlFN1xMtNr2DwDHcdCYVagpO2-yyEeaiCHl&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-muFZkhN-md9zvOm12jNQAVzV4RAFBW1o6M1z9AZjx8qAQeJVZv0Rvynnn36VGNeSHbSWZaRWE_UvS1IiDhD9cMVOelOwVX45QJgneplgoqqJlg7T8-JGVj_ZFdULu0JxA-VZGrwPXzeIhqC4CuUahi3eFoQQzqm_xt0wz2kDx-sJz1zvmDdz2RSeUvt7szJjfGvgg_wysZ7YUzxaqa3PVGwOAHQDG9OlFN1xMtNr2DwDHcdCYVagpO2-yyEeaiCHl&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-muFZkhN-md9zvOm12jNQAVzV4RAFBW1o6M1z9AZjx8qAQeJVZv0Rvynnn36VGNeSHbSWZaRWE_UvS1IiDhD9cMVOelOwVX45QJgneplgoqqJlg7T8-JGVj_ZFdULu0JxA-VZGrwPXzeIhqC4CuUahi3eFoQQzqm_xt0wz2kDx-sJz1zvmDdz2RSeUvt7szJjfGvgg_wysZ7YUzxaqa3PVGwOAHQDG9OlFN1xMtNr2DwDHcdCYVagpO2-yyEeaiCHl&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-muFZkhN-md9zvOm12jNQAVzV4RAFBW1o6M1z9AZjx8qAQeJVZv0Rvynnn36VGNeSHbSWZaRWE_UvS1IiDhD9cMVOelOwVX45QJgneplgoqqJlg7T8-JGVj_ZFdULu0JxA-VZGrwPXzeIhqC4CuUahi3eFoQQzqm_xt0wz2kDx-sJz1zvmDdz2RSeUvt7szJjfGvgg_wysZ7YUzxaqa3PVGwOAHQDG9OlFN1xMtNr2DwDHcdCYVagpO2-yyEeaiCHl&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-muFZkhN-md9zvOm12jNQAVzV4RAFBW1o6M1z9AZjx8qAQeJVZv0Rvynnn36VGNeSHbSWZaRWE_UvS1IiDhD9cMVOelOwVX45QJgneplgoqqJlg7T8-JGVj_ZFdULu0JxA-VZGrwPXzeIhqC4CuUahi3eFoQQzqm_xt0wz2kDx-sJz1zvmDdz2RSeUvt7szJjfGvgg_wysZ7YUzxaqa3PVGwOAHQDG9OlFN1xMtNr2DwDHcdCYVagpO2-yyEeaiCHl&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-muFZkhN-md9zvOm12jNQAVzV4RAFBW1o6M1z9AZjx8qAQeJVZv0Rvynnn36VGNeSHbSWZaRWE_UvS1IiDhD9cMVOelOwVX45QJgneplgoqqJlg7T8-JGVj_ZFdULu0JxA-VZGrwPXzeIhqC4CuUahi3eFoQQzqm_xt0wz2kDx-sJz1zvmDdz2RSeUvt7szJjfGvgg_wysZ7YUzxaqa3PVGwOAHQDG9OlFN1xMtNr2DwDHcdCYVagpO2-yyEeaiCHl&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m9g7XSSsYmYEDgx_IXjHwhPfxt04idjCfjRjsFDMJdxKfvNyEx90wOdPm4a4_TMoGG9tNcWg5vdU_kU9pdf6gvEJXKfkwsLVpgh4CD4Wheh30QJB8dJEluwxMoJax1SZx2L76XHgLtgNqEpBNlAMp_s8P4gIH27h6WM3hhWHFfyFmbTHjAIeBNXRSyt3UV3rn&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m9g7XSSsYmYEDgx_IXjHwhPfxt04idjCfjRjsFDMJdxKfvNyEx90wOdPm4a4_TMoGG9tNcWg5vdU_kU9pdf6gvEJXKfkwsLVpgh4CD4Wheh30QJB8dJEluwxMoJax1SZx2L76XHgLtgNqEpBNlAMp_s8P4gIH27h6WM3hhWHFfyFmbTHjAIeBNXRSyt3UV3rn&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m9g7XSSsYmYEDgx_IXjHwhPfxt04idjCfjRjsFDMJdxKfvNyEx90wOdPm4a4_TMoGG9tNcWg5vdU_kU9pdf6gvEJXKfkwsLVpgh4CD4Wheh30QJB8dJEluwxMoJax1SZx2L76XHgLtgNqEpBNlAMp_s8P4gIH27h6WM3hhWHFfyFmbTHjAIeBNXRSyt3UV3rn&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m9g7XSSsYmYEDgx_IXjHwhPfxt04idjCfjRjsFDMJdxKfvNyEx90wOdPm4a4_TMoGG9tNcWg5vdU_kU9pdf6gvEJXKfkwsLVpgh4CD4Wheh30QJB8dJEluwxMoJax1SZx2L76XHgLtgNqEpBNlAMp_s8P4gIH27h6WM3hhWHFfyFmbTHjAIeBNXRSyt3UV3rn&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m9g7XSSsYmYEDgx_IXjHwhPfxt04idjCfjRjsFDMJdxKfvNyEx90wOdPm4a4_TMoGG9tNcWg5vdU_kU9pdf6gvEJXKfkwsLVpgh4CD4Wheh30QJB8dJEluwxMoJax1SZx2L76XHgLtgNqEpBNlAMp_s8P4gIH27h6WM3hhWHFfyFmbTHjAIeBNXRSyt3UV3rn&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m9g7XSSsYmYEDgx_IXjHwhPfxt04idjCfjRjsFDMJdxKfvNyEx90wOdPm4a4_TMoGG9tNcWg5vdU_kU9pdf6gvEJXKfkwsLVpgh4CD4Wheh30QJB8dJEluwxMoJax1SZx2L76XHgLtgNqEpBNlAMp_s8P4gIH27h6WM3hhWHFfyFmbTHjAIeBNXRSyt3UV3rn&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m9g7XSSsYmYEDgx_IXjHwhPfxt04idjCfjRjsFDMJdxKfvNyEx90wOdPm4a4_TMoGG9tNcWg5vdU_kU9pdf6gvEJXKfkwsLVpgh4CD4Wheh30QJB8dJEluwxMoJax1SZx2L76XHgLtgNqEpBNlAMp_s8P4gIH27h6WM3hhWHFfyFmbTHjAIeBNXRSyt3UV3rn&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m9g7XSSsYmYEDgx_IXjHwhPfxt04idjCfjRjsFDMJdxKfvNyEx90wOdPm4a4_TMoGG9tNcWg5vdU_kU9pdf6gvEJXKfkwsLVpgh4CD4Wheh30QJB8dJEluwxMoJax1SZx2L76XHgLtgNqEpBNlAMp_s8P4gIH27h6WM3hhWHFfyFmbTHjAIeBNXRSyt3UV3rn&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQzfDY2aNTCbJfv18b9ZFbuwJDrIntEkJU6cnC6uJEBAoVZFAZpNatvigz2N5kpnRPF3mRO48ufhMKNrbdSYpEceImxEqjw15UzDe0EOZIEzVNv46JrMjh5P_Vi7gN4tFbPvg7fqFrK3biwTr7QH1swvv-i8Gsi93f6WE3_d7xk4=&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQzfDY2aNTCbJfv18b9ZFbuwJDrIntEkJU6cnC6uJEBAoVZFAZpNatvigz2N5kpnRPF3mRO48ufhMKNrbdSYpEceImxEqjw15UzDe0EOZIEzVNv46JrMjh5P_Vi7gN4tFbPvg7fqFrK3biwTr7QH1swvv-i8Gsi93f6WE3_d7xk4=&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mQzfDY2aNTCbJfv18b9ZFbuwJDrIntEkJU6cnC6uJEBAoVZFAZpNatvigz2N5kpnRPF3mRO48ufhMKNrbdSYpEceImxEqjw15UzDe0EOZIEzVNv46JrMjh5P_Vi7gN4tFbPvg7fqFrK3biwTr7QH1swvv-i8Gsi93f6WE3_d7xk4=&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m6NrqG-0l482vM-mmJ61jvnXmXnil09ISeoiAdqE0LRVbb79Uskk-EhQMt_HEQ0mb0APs0ie1K9PrFcu3e1Ug915c17E1-Rbr-dVQgz1yE5NniI6yaFvQBqI-rSB-mzg1UbABOVxAQkvA7yAigLuZbLXtAyU8yfU18xQ_97wl28UFH1HBXaLKfZ2FrgMf6zKwc5ivXrUoJWOKeO4gO8XYwgA7Z9o5PZ2UOXTEK4EcdVjKJPMAV4DcEJnS0CVLRLdXqgl0-JqPg4TvGl4bAEMduyXLUDtswok4&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m6NrqG-0l482vM-mmJ61jvnXmXnil09ISeoiAdqE0LRVbb79Uskk-EhQMt_HEQ0mb0APs0ie1K9PrFcu3e1Ug915c17E1-Rbr-dVQgz1yE5NniI6yaFvQBqI-rSB-mzg1UbABOVxAQkvA7yAigLuZbLXtAyU8yfU18xQ_97wl28UFH1HBXaLKfZ2FrgMf6zKwc5ivXrUoJWOKeO4gO8XYwgA7Z9o5PZ2UOXTEK4EcdVjKJPMAV4DcEJnS0CVLRLdXqgl0-JqPg4TvGl4bAEMduyXLUDtswok4&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m6NrqG-0l482vM-mmJ61jvnXmXnil09ISeoiAdqE0LRVbb79Uskk-EhQMt_HEQ0mb0APs0ie1K9PrFcu3e1Ug915c17E1-Rbr-dVQgz1yE5NniI6yaFvQBqI-rSB-mzg1UbABOVxAQkvA7yAigLuZbLXtAyU8yfU18xQ_97wl28UFH1HBXaLKfZ2FrgMf6zKwc5ivXrUoJWOKeO4gO8XYwgA7Z9o5PZ2UOXTEK4EcdVjKJPMAV4DcEJnS0CVLRLdXqgl0-JqPg4TvGl4bAEMduyXLUDtswok4&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m6NrqG-0l482vM-mmJ61jvnXmXnil09ISeoiAdqE0LRVbb79Uskk-EhQMt_HEQ0mb0APs0ie1K9PrFcu3e1Ug915c17E1-Rbr-dVQgz1yE5NniI6yaFvQBqI-rSB-mzg1UbABOVxAQkvA7yAigLuZbLXtAyU8yfU18xQ_97wl28UFH1HBXaLKfZ2FrgMf6zKwc5ivXrUoJWOKeO4gO8XYwgA7Z9o5PZ2UOXTEK4EcdVjKJPMAV4DcEJnS0CVLRLdXqgl0-JqPg4TvGl4bAEMduyXLUDtswok4&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m6NrqG-0l482vM-mmJ61jvnXmXnil09ISeoiAdqE0LRVbb79Uskk-EhQMt_HEQ0mb0APs0ie1K9PrFcu3e1Ug915c17E1-Rbr-dVQgz1yE5NniI6yaFvQBqI-rSB-mzg1UbABOVxAQkvA7yAigLuZbLXtAyU8yfU18xQ_97wl28UFH1HBXaLKfZ2FrgMf6zKwc5ivXrUoJWOKeO4gO8XYwgA7Z9o5PZ2UOXTEK4EcdVjKJPMAV4DcEJnS0CVLRLdXqgl0-JqPg4TvGl4bAEMduyXLUDtswok4&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m6NrqG-0l482vM-mmJ61jvnXmXnil09ISeoiAdqE0LRVbb79Uskk-EhQMt_HEQ0mb0APs0ie1K9PrFcu3e1Ug915c17E1-Rbr-dVQgz1yE5NniI6yaFvQBqI-rSB-mzg1UbABOVxAQkvA7yAigLuZbLXtAyU8yfU18xQ_97wl28UFH1HBXaLKfZ2FrgMf6zKwc5ivXrUoJWOKeO4gO8XYwgA7Z9o5PZ2UOXTEK4EcdVjKJPMAV4DcEJnS0CVLRLdXqgl0-JqPg4TvGl4bAEMduyXLUDtswok4&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-m6NrqG-0l482vM-mmJ61jvnXmXnil09ISeoiAdqE0LRVbb79Uskk-EhQMt_HEQ0mb0APs0ie1K9PrFcu3e1Ug915c17E1-Rbr-dVQgz1yE5NniI6yaFvQBqI-rSB-mzg1UbABOVxAQkvA7yAigLuZbLXtAyU8yfU18xQ_97wl28UFH1HBXaLKfZ2FrgMf6zKwc5ivXrUoJWOKeO4gO8XYwgA7Z9o5PZ2UOXTEK4EcdVjKJPMAV4DcEJnS0CVLRLdXqgl0-JqPg4TvGl4bAEMduyXLUDtswok4&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mYXjbI-hx4JfhH5Dy_ARwV-GkaaFz62YcdZXVd5JR9hYMl_qVMf30dehYfIG3E9-eB-mFvY-6rj6FGknmcvsm5ldXJuysAegCG388QZBzLw8uQ5hVs-BFMaogSo-EIDWB20NRigB78r396EJhYoBWSUVnpyRBZlxOo8nthJpPnUK2fTgfahXL1qRWIHC7Nnfw03u_FGGoSVSRCBpFSzpfKA==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mYXjbI-hx4JfhH5Dy_ARwV-GkaaFz62YcdZXVd5JR9hYMl_qVMf30dehYfIG3E9-eB-mFvY-6rj6FGknmcvsm5ldXJuysAegCG388QZBzLw8uQ5hVs-BFMaogSo-EIDWB20NRigB78r396EJhYoBWSUVnpyRBZlxOo8nthJpPnUK2fTgfahXL1qRWIHC7Nnfw03u_FGGoSVSRCBpFSzpfKA==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mvKTqIVw8OD6jC7YGyvUQxXrxItK9-dnCI5toihla4RblVXsslaLZwPrUsUA0uMeqrwpdcTLXZseAKKZoDee5l9jdUgKduRVnnZRx5q8dMqME0bdhqxrQUyvimBNdwLOIJ8mVStQO0wT32-83jPQu1_ULTVIgzzVWv-HroOjHE9IoLZ9ek5ydeUxhitYEBo1DWhW9ZhNrBV9WvqRUWI3ALA==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001uEp4bYbH1M4AVhtbZMO_uVZP7ucqQqvjcCjvigX-jm_0S5CbpirFvnuZj54dqs-mvKTqIVw8OD6jC7YGyvUQxXrxItK9-dnCI5toihla4RblVXsslaLZwPrUsUA0uMeqrwpdcTLXZseAKKZoDee5l9jdUgKduRVnnZRx5q8dMqME0bdhqxrQUyvimBNdwLOIJ8mVStQO0wT32-83jPQu1_ULTVIgzzVWv-HroOjHE9IoLZ9ek5ydeUxhitYEBo1DWhW9ZhNrBV9WvqRUWI3ALA==&c=zAyZ0w6HIsmRPw86zadKAZc_BUQlOmpQ3ZObb_Dh29wDmHoCeObM4w==&ch=n-Nt6gx8ZkzFxXUFcbXn6HzLgcxgxfVcKYK3Dt1mHWwUXWb9l8XM0A==


demographic profiles, credit scores and past interactions with a 
company to determine which customer-service agent is the best fit. An 
algorithm then matches the caller to the agent who has had the most 
success with that type of caller. “Every agent has their own personality 
and every customer has their own personality,” said Mr. Birrer. “We try 
to pair people.” AT&T uses the company’s system. 
 
The emergence of companies that sell their products directly to 
shoppers means more firms have data on exactly when, how and why 
consumers buy—or don’t buy—their products. Since they don’t use a 
middleman they can know, for instance, that two delayed shipments 
won’t cost the company business, but three will. Online sellers don’t 
have to worry as much about driving customers away with ads that pop 
up during the checkout process because they know it takes a certain 
number until people actually cancel their purchase, according to an 
industry consultant who worked at a company that used such a 
system. Retailers track consumers’ clicks as they go through the 
ordering process, allowing them to discern how many ads can appear 
before shoppers bail. 
 
Just as data can be used to measure customers’ threshold for bad 
service, it also helps pinpoint which shoppers are most profitable and, 
therefore, worth the effort and expense to please. “Companies have 
gotten good at figuring out what does and doesn’t move the needle 
and what things will increase sales and what will not increase sales,” 
said John Mitchell, president and managing principal of Applied 
Marketing Science, a customer-service consulting firm. “Breakpoint” is 
an informal term used by some companies and consultants to describe 
the point at which consumers quit, whether it’s canceling a subscription 
service, no longer buying a product or switching to a rival company. 
 
Matt Dixon, a longtime customer-service consultant, is now product 
chief at Tethr, an Austin-based company that uses artificial intelligence 
to analyze customer interactions. Mr. Dixon said there is a disconnect 
between what companies think customers want and what they actually 
want. For instance, it’s most common for customer-service agents to 
have empathetic personalities, a sought-after trait in the field. But in an 
analysis of how well customer-service agents perform, a personality 
type known as a “controller,” someone who is “outspoken and 
opinionated,” did far better, Mr. Dixon said. Yet only 2% of managers 
interviewed in the study said they would consider hiring such a 
person. “People want to deal with someone who is smarter than they 
are and who will fix their problem,” he said. 
 
Executives might not even have to solve the problem to put the 
customer at ease. A Harvard study of Twitter interactions from March 
2015 to April 2016 found replying speedily to a complaining customer 
and making the response personal is an effective way to retain 
business, even if the company doesn’t resolve the issue. The study 
examined more than 400,000 customer-service tweets involving 
airlines and wireless carriers in the U.S. Researchers contacted the 
posters and found consumers who engaged companies on Twitter 
were more likely to prefer the brand or pay more for it, even if their 
tweet was negative or neutral. 
 
Dan Russo, a once-disgruntled Wells Fargo & Co. customer, has come 
to appreciate an efficient approach to customer service. He says that 
three years ago, he was unemployed when he incurred hundreds of 



dollars in overdraft fees, triggered because a direct-withdrawal for a 
gym membership, which he believed he had canceled, left his bank 
account short. That caused a handful of other small charges to 
bounce. Furious because the purchases that bounced amounted to 
less than $20, he said he pleaded with a bank agent to remove the 
fees. He said he called at least seven times, going through different 
departments and supervisors. 
 
Mr. Russo, a 36-year-old regional vice president for a construction 
company who lives in Costa Mesa, Calif., switched to an online bank—
where, he said, “You call, the phone rings, and someone answers. No 
sub menu, no ‘hit option 9.’ ”—and has been pleased with his 
experience. “I think these big banks know people will call in, get 
frustrated and hang up,” he said. “They know they can charge fees 
before someone leaves, and they know there’s a perception that it’s 
hard to change banks.” 
 
A Wells Fargo spokesman declined to comment on Mr. Russo’s 
situation. The bank provides customers with a list of outside entities 
that make withdrawals to customers’ accounts to help them track 
recurring payments, he said. It also has added features to prevent 
overdraft fees, such as automatically sending an alert to online banking 
customers when their available balance drops to zero or below. There 
is plenty to blame for the collective angst over poor customer service. 
Companies are bigger and employees more transient. Consumers 
have more avenues to shop and are therefore less loyal. The 
outsourcing wave of the 1990s and 2000s shifted legions of call 
centers to developing nations, where workers make little money, are 
disconnected from the companies they work for and often face 
language barriers. 
 
Businesses have digitized basic customer-service functions, such as 
checking bank statements and making online returns. That means 
customers who connect with customer-service agents are generally 
those with the most complex problems. That leads to more difficult 
interactions. Gutted customer-service operations are a lasting legacy 
of the financial crisis. More than 80% of companies pared customer-
service or contact-center staff amid the recession, according to DMG, 
a West Orange, N.J.-based consulting firm. “They just kept cutting and 
downsizing” during the financial crisis, said Richard Shapiro, founder 
and president of the Center for Client Retention in New Jersey. 
Customer-service departments and employees are generally the first 
and easiest cut companies make in difficult times. “If a general 
manager all of a sudden had a high profit we knew why: they cut their 
customer service department,” he said. “But a year later they would 
have problems.” 
 
HappyOrNot Ltd. is a company that allows businesses to track 
customer satisfaction in stores and airports using red-and-green 
buttons and touch screens. Customers tap the devices—a green 
smiley face for happy, or red frowny face for not—to provide immediate 
feedback. Co-founder Ville Levaniemi calls the concept a “service 
panic button.” Unhappy customers are by far more likely to reply, he 
said. The company needed to build heartier machines for airports to 
withstand angry punches to the red frown. Touch screens had to be 
programmed to recognize repeat entries by the same person trying to 
amplify their negative opinion. “It’s kind of cathartic, it provides them a 
channel to vent their dissatisfaction,” he said.  



 
Historians point to another factor in the erosion of customer service: 
communications technology. Automated call distributors, which routed 
calls to customer-service agents, furthered the ability of companies to 
deal with customers remotely and en masse, depersonalizing the 
relationship. Continental Airlines was one of the first big companies to 
make broad use of call distributors using a system developed in the 
early 1970s. 
 
It is perhaps fitting that the industry which pioneered one of the most 
transformative technologies in customer service is also the one often 
linked to its declining standards. Airlines in the 1950s and 1960s were 
known for doting flight attendants and perks such as fine dining and 
souvenirs for children. Delta Air Lines Inc. founder C.E. Woolman, who 
led the company in the 1930s and 1940s, would sometimes bring 
delayed passengers home for dinner and to sleep, said his daughter, 
Barbara Woolman Preston, according to the company’s website.  
 
Deregulation of the airline industry in the late 1970s led to an explosion 
in competition. While the shift made commercial flying far more 
affordable, it also led to decades of cost cutting and increasingly 
limited service so loathed by current-day travelers. The airline industry 
last year was near the bottom of the American Customer Satisfaction 
Index, which rates industries based on customer surveys. Last year, 
airlines averaged 39th out of ACSI’s 46 benchmarked industries. In 
2018, internet-service providers and subscription-television services 
were the lowest. Brewing companies scored highest.  
 
While customer frustration is more palpable today, whether people are 
truly treated worse by companies now is a matter of debate among 
researchers, analysts and companies. Ewan Duncan, a McKinsey & 
Co. senior partner who consults on customer service, is among those 
who say the perception—not the actual experience—has grown worse 
in recent years. The social-media echo chamber and the fact that live 
customer-service agents are tackling more complex problems gives 
the impression things are worse than they are, he said. “When you’re 
sitting on a plane and don’t have a gate, you’re grumpy and you tweet 
it out,” Mr. Duncan said. “If you have a good experience, you thank 
somebody and that’s it.” – Wall Street Journal   

 

 

   

 

  

 


