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Introduction

Dell Inc. learned a hard lesson in July 2005, when the high-profile blogger and mainstream media pundit Jeff Jarvis had an unhappy experience with a new laptop computer. Angered by Dell’s feeble and ineffective attempts to help him with his problem, Jarvis decided to vent his frustration by taking the computer giant to task on his blog, BuzzMachine.com. Jarvis used his “bloggy pulpit” to write an open letter to Dell’s founder, Michael Dell, challenging the quality of the company’s products and customer service, and assaulting its basic value proposition.

Soon, Jarvis’s blog was inundated with Dell horror stories from other dissatisfied customers nationwide. BuzzMachine became one of the most visited sites on the Internet for several days, and a magnifier effect quickly kicked in, triggering yet another avalanche of letters voicing woe and outrage about the brand. Consumers then flocked to the company’s Web site, posting vitriolic comments on its own message boards. By the time this flurry of communication reached critical mass, Jarvis’s blog, and a host of newly created anti-Dell Web pages, were at the top of Google search results for “Dell.”

Eventually, the Dell digital brouhaha grabbed the attention of mainstream media outlets, such as PCWorld, BusinessWeek, and The Wall Street Journal. Their reports not only generated more negative publicity but also encouraged more rounds of postings—a vicious circle, Internet-style. And in more bad news for Dell, these Web sites, blog postings, and message boards weren’t like graffiti, which can be painted over or washed away. Instead, they left indelible digital tracks that would sustain negative impressions for excruciatingly long periods of time. (Just do an online search for “Dell sucks” today, more than two years after the Jarvis affair; www.ihatedell.net tops the list.)

Dell finally responded in late August 2005, announcing—in what was clearly a too-little, too-late effort at reconciliation—that it would respond to the comments on blogs. By then, of course, the damage was done. Dell, the pioneer in online selling, had been known for decades for its strong commitment to customization and individual treatment. But by late summer 2005, thanks to the work of a single blogger and the firestorm he caused, many people associated the brand with poor service and shoddy products.

The Jarvis issue virtually repeated itself in late 2007, when longtime prominent advertising critic Bob Garfield, frustrated with what he experienced as poor, unresponsive service by Comcast cable, launched a vicious anti-Comcast blog, ComcastMustDie.com, which almost immediately attracted over 700 overwhelmingly supportive comments. On the home page of his blog, Garfield wrote, “Congratulations. You are no longer just an angry, mistreated customer. Nor, I hope, are you just part of an e-mob. But you are a revolutionary, wresting control from the oligarchs, and claiming it for the consumer. Your power is enormous. Use it wisely.”

         

For thousands of years, humankind has been telling its own story. Today, we’re telling that story though an incessant, uninterrupted flurry of computer keystrokes. The global, multichannel exchange of information and ideas via the Internet is destined to become the Great Library of the modern age. Now that people are plugged in, they are rarely disconnected—and the result is a constant channel of thoughts and opinions from the brain directly to the screen. This is the era of what I call consumer-generated media, or CGM. What exactly is CGM? It is the currency of a new commercial relationship between business and consumers. It is the endless stream of comments, opinions, emotions, and personal stories about any and every company, product, service, or brand, which consumers can now post online and broadcast to millions of other consumers with the click of the mouse. It is the never-ending consumer-to-consumer conversation—across blogs, wikis, message boards, video-sharing sites, social networking pages, and more—about all the issues, topics, and experiences that matter to consumers themselves.

Throughout the history of commerce, consumers have been at the mercy of business. Consumers have traditionally had little information, limited access to one another, and few outlets for feedback and communication. But the Internet has changed all that. It’s given consumers not only a collective voice but also a platform and a forum for those voices. Armed with a new suite of tools, resources, and technologies, consumers are no longer passive observers in the marketplace of ideas and commerce; they are actually defining and shaping the business landscape and the marketplace of tomorrow.

The Internet, specifically the now ubiquitous open-source, participatory Internet dubbed “Web 2.0,” allows consumers, united by one common activity—purchasing goods and services from companies—to come together in an extended community. And increasingly, these consumers are united by a common frustration—a growing distrust of marketing and advertising. Consumer-generated media allows them to voice this distrust and to share their ideas, opinions, and emotions about every conceivable aspect of their consumer experiences—from how well a certain detergent removes stains to how upset they are about an outgoing CEO’s compensation package.

Consumer-generated media is here to stay. Because what companies say to consumers about their products and services through their marketing and advertising channels is rapidly losing ground to what consumers say about those products and services to one another through their network of Internet-enabled channels. In today’s online world, CGM is the true barometer of corporate and brand credibility. And as a result, the success of a company or brand rests on its ability to create and maintain credibility with its increasingly vocal consumers and customers on every front. Just ask Dell.

Or ask AOL. In June 2006, when Vincent Ferrari called to cancel his account, he went head-to-head with a combative service rep. Despite Ferrari’s unambiguous, unequivocal, and repeated requests to cancel his account, the representative refused, persistently badgering Ferrari in a clear and infuriating effort to steer him toward maintaining the account (at one point the rep even asked to speak with Ferrari’s father). As Ferrari grew more frustrated, the rep became increasingly rude and aggressive.

So what did Ferrari do? He recorded the twenty-one-minute conversation and posted the audio file first on his own blog, then on YouTube, where it received 62,827 views in two days. It was quickly picked up by the firebrand Consumerist.com blog, where it was described as “The Best Thing We Have Ever Posted.” Matters only got worse for AOL soon afterward. Other subscribers began flooding the blogosphere with their own bad customer service experiences, and as it had with Dell, this deluge got the attention of mainstream media. The story was soon covered by CNBC and The New York Times, and Ferrari even appeared on the Today show. It was a public relations disaster for AOL, all thanks to a single customer call.

But Vincent Ferrari didn’t create AOL’s problems, and Jeff Jarvis didn’t create Dell’s, either. Their complaints simply exposed and magnified the problems that already existed. It wasn’t just bad luck that both Jarvis and Ferrari had well-trafficked blogs, and that they both decided to blog about their bad experiences. In reality, it was the companies’ lack of credibility that was responsible for the backlash Jarvis and Ferrari ignited. What did AOL and Dell in was the fact that they hadn’t fostered open, trusting relationships with their customers; they simply weren’t credible—and they were summarily punished for it.

The notion of credibility in business, marketing, and advertising has always intrigued me. Do companies tell the whole truth? Do they deceive consumers when they don’t live up to the promise of their brand message? What is the relationship between credibility and business success?

In 1999, I left an amazing job at Procter & Gamble to put those questions to the ultimate test. I started PlanetFeedback, a consumer feedback Web site inspired in part by a group letter-writing exercise in the extremely popular Service Management course at Harvard Business School, which aggregated hundreds of thousands of consumers’ letters, comments, and testimonials about brand experiences. I wasn’t hired by any company, and I had no agenda (well…I did have a plan to make money off the data) other than to listen to and learn from consumers—I was like the Switzerland of consumer feedback. PlanetFeedback collected hundreds of highly engaged consumers’ responses on thousands of issues and circumstances, and used these responses to crank out scorecards for companies based on measures of consumer loyalty, satisfaction, confidence, and trust. And what those scorecards told us was fascinating. They told us that successful brands, like Lands’ End and Southwest Airlines, received off-the-charts high marks with consumers, while struggling brands, like Cingular (now AT&T) and Northwest Airlines, received painfully bad marks. (It is interesting that the now notorious MCI WorldCom boasted the lowest score across the entire site nearly a year before it came under media scrutiny for its accounting practices.) In other words, the scorecards told us that the most successful companies and brands were those perceived as most credible, and vice versa.

For Dell, the writing was on the wall long before Jeff Jarvis blasted his horn. A six-month analysis of customer letters by PlanetFeedback in 2003 showed that consumers considered Dell’s customer service far worse than that of other large personal-computer manufacturers. Dell didn’t offer customers the chance to inspect its products or talk to a manager in person, and its credibility problems included poor technical support and a reputation for unresponsive customer service. As one Dell customer told PlanetFeedback, “So, I have researched more about their customer service and am now scared to continue with this purchase.” If Dell had addressed its credibility crisis by listening to its consumers and doing something about what they were saying, it could have prevented the 2005 nightmare. Instead, a swarm of digital termites ended up eating away at the reputation Dell had spent countless millions of dollars to create.

After I started PlanetFeedback, I learned very quickly that a consumer’s willingness to engage or express himself or herself about a brand and that brand’s perceived credibility are inextricably linked. After all, a brand, at heart, is a promise, and the brand’s success is a measure of how well that promise is consistently met. In fact, some of the most viral—and hence most damaging—letters we saw at PlanetFeedback spoke of the gap between the brand promise (e.g., “We’re here to serve you”) and brand reality (e.g., never answering the 800 number). I also learned that there are specific trigger issues—such as billing or employee behavior or rebate policies—that either win the hearts of consumers or spark their outrage.

As the co-leader of the first interactive marketing team at Procter & Gamble, I had learned early on that the Web is a vast wellspring of information about consumer opinion and feedback. By leading over one hundred “test and learn” executions across every aspect of interactive marketing—from Web sites through online sampling to targeted Web ads—I had discovered that the Web is one giant listening platform, infinitely revealing of brand value. More valuable to companies than a hundred focus groups, the raw, unsolicited conversations on the Web not only reflect what consumers really think but also provide companies the opportunity to participate in the dialogue. The truth is that, on the Web, consumers have far greater power to broadcast their voices more loudly, more widely, and more efficiently than through even the best offline social networks. This, I soon found, can create both opportunities and headaches for companies.

By the time I left Procter & Gamble to start PlanetFeedback, three things had become clear. First, the consumer is the new center of the universe. Second, influential consumers have a whole new level of power and influence that puts new pressure on brands to be genuinely credible and to carry through on their brand promises on every level. Third, in order to maintain this credibility, businesses have no choice but to listen obsessively to consumers on their terms. That was the new reality.

Armed with that insight, I raised over $30 million in venture funding to start PlanetFeedback. A couple years later, we merged with Intelliseek, a search-based technology firm that was beginning to focus on making sense of millions of consumer conversations on Internet message boards. By combining our cash, client rosters, and management teams, we were well positioned to begin carving out a fresh new niche around consumer-generated media, the term I coined to describe all the online media—including blogs, video- and photo-sharing sites, social networking pages, online forums, message boards, and product review sites—through which consumers can convey their opinions to one another. After we had worked with clients such as Toyota, BMW, Sony, Sprint, and Time Warner on over one hundred projects, the Nielsen Company acquired us and rolled us up with our top competitors, BuzzMetrics and Trendum, to create a new entity now known as Nielsen Online.

Our expanded lens into the mind of the consumer has provided me with a fascinating view of both the opportunities and the challenges facing major brands and corporations. Just think about it—with tens of millions of conversations, a significant percentage of which implicate companies or brands, being cranked out on a daily basis, the Internet becomes what amounts to a massive real-time accountability scorecard for today’s businesses. And this “digital accountability trail” is essentially a barometer of good, bad, or outright stupid business decisions.

The revolution in Internet technologies has added an entirely new dimension to companies’ credibility. As we saw with Jeff Jarvis and Vincent Ferrari, the new forms of online media—from blogs to wikis to YouTube to MySpace—provide anyone and everyone with the tools to communicate a wide swath of consumer experiences to the masses. Consumers have always had plenty to say about companies; in the pre-Web days, they simply opted not to express themselves because it was much more difficult, and time consuming, to share their message with a large audience. Now, speaking out is nearly as easy as breathing, and that fact is changing the rules for businesses around the globe.

But there is some good news. The Web not only provides consumers with a platform for expressing their preferences, grievances, and experiences but also provides companies with a means of listening to them. It gives you and your competitors the invaluable opportunity to tune in to the issues and buzz surrounding your company or product. That’s the thing about this new age of transparency: the information is out there for everyone—not just marketers and advertisers but also managers, product developers, Web site designers, and executives at all levels of the organization—to gather and interpret. Use it to your advantage, or ignore it at your peril.

The reality of our online world has turned credibility into the most important asset for today’s companies. This book is about how to build and grow that asset, using the techniques and strategies I’ve learned through years of helping companies interpret, analyze, and respond to the messages of today’s vocal consumer.

But before you go on, I implore you to read, reread, and commit to these three truths, truths that inform this entire book. They are

         

1. Businesses no longer hold absolute sway over the decisions and behavior of consumers.

2. The longer companies refuse to accept the influence of consumer-to-consumer communication and perpetuate the old ways of doing business, the more they will alienate and drive away their customers.

3. To succeed in a world where consumers now control the conversation, and where satisfied customers tell three friends while angry customers tell 3,000, companies absolutely must achieve credibility on every front.
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The Credibility of the Commons and the Core Credibility Drivers

In his famous treatise “The Tragedy of the Commons,” Garrett Hardin demonstrates the fundamental conflict between individual interests and the common good. Hardin describes how, when a plot of land is commonly available to all the farmers in a village, one farmer after another brings his livestock to graze, blind to the inevitable consequence of depleting the land through overgrazing. Writes Hardin:


Adding together the component partial utilities, the rational herdsman concludes that the only sensible course for him to pursue is to add another animal to his herd. And another…. But this is the conclusion reached by each and every rational herdsman sharing a commons. Therein is the tragedy. Each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without limit—in a world that is limited.


In the twenty-first century, consumers’ attention, and trust, is like that commons—a limited resource that is easily depleted. In today’s world of high-speed broadband and commercial-free TiVo, consumers have less attention and patience for advertising and marketing than ever before. Ad saturation, deceptive messaging, and mismanaged expectations contribute to consumers’ dwindling trust in companies.

So businesses must work even harder to maintain market share, reinforce brand messages, and communicate new ideas, in order to preserve their competitive advantage—in other words, get more use out of the commons than the other farmers. But when businesses simply spend ad dollars to buy awareness without developing strategies to
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