When Bad means Good

Traditional customer service mantra: “the customer is always right”

· Fundamental problem with VWs is that the customer is not always right. The customer is only occasionally right, and even then it’s often by accident.

· A large proportion of the player base of a VW is made up of gamers. Gamers want to win. If they can win using non-game mechanisms that they can persuade themselves are part of the game, they will do so. Buying success on auction sites is one way of doing this. Manipulating CS staff to do your bidding is another.

· An ideal VW has CS reps assigned to individual players, whom they come to know and understand, and with whom they develop a relationship over time. Very expensive!

· [The job of CS rep is self-defeating: better CS reps mean fewer complaints, but fewer complaints mean fewer CS reps are needed.]

· So what would happen if you changed your mantra from “the customer is always right” to “the customer is nearly always a scheming, lying, misinformed whinger”?

AOL approach

· Want to sign up? Easy!

· Want to cancel your account? Let’s put the account cancellation department somewhere where the people speak with an accent so thick that no-one can understand them. Let’s pay such low wages that only people too incompetent to get jobs stacking supermarket shelves apply. Let’s divide the number of CS we actually need by 4 to obtain the number we employ. Let’s have one incoming phone line for every two of these people, and queue calls for 25 minutes before cutting them off without answering them. Then let’s make it that if you want to cancel your account, you can ONLY do it by telephone “for security purposes”, so email is not an option. Then ask for the number on the charge card you’re using, which expired 3 years ago but can still somehow be drawn upon due to loopholes in international banking rules, and which you have to go to your bank to find out because no-one remembers the numbers on their last charge card but one.

· Then let’s reactivate accounts every few months so people have to go through the entire process 6 times

· Not that I’m speaking from personal experience or anything

· This approach was also used successfully for the London Congestion Charge system: the hassle required to pay your congestion charge fee is greater than the hassle of going to work by bus.

Translated to VWs…

· If people want to pay you money or reactivate a cancelled account, they get instant service by well-paid, courteous, articulate staff who will gladly get out of bed at 2am to deal with your request

· If people want something done in the virtual world that is trivially easy, for example they’re stuck in a mass of polygons, deal with their problem quickly and efficiently but suggest that it was a lot harder than it was and that they should be grateful for your intervention. Study garage mechanics in action. Implement an animation for sucking air in through the teeth while shaking the head.

· If people want you to do something inconvenient, charge them for it. If too many want you to do it, charge some more.

· If people want to cancel an account, go to Cambridge University, England. There, you will find the only three people in the world fluent in the dialect of Anglo-Saxon spoken in Frisia  circa 450AD. Employ those people.

Won’t this kinda annoy people?

· Well yes, but not the people who matter: newbies. Newbies only see the good side of the system. Whenever they have a problem, it’s of a kind that can be fixed quickly

· Requests for help can even be prioritised so newbies get seen to first

· Oldbies don’t see such a great level of service, except for billing enquiries (which are like 25% of communications with CS)

· Oldbies, however, don’t want to leave. And those that do have to learn Frisian first.

Actually, oldbies do want to leave, it’s just that they want not to leave even more

· Most things depreciate in value through use. Second-hand cars aren’t as good as new ones. This is because they wear out. The only reason a 200-year-old plate is worth money is because in the 200 years since it was made people have dropped nearly all of the other plates made at the same time.

· Vw characters appreciate in value with use. A second-hand vw character is worth more than a new one because it’s better

· So sell the character?

· That’s like selling a beloved pet – you have emotional involvement in the character. It might get mistreated or cruelly beaten by its new owners

· You might want to play it again.

· Lots of other reasons too – friends, knowledge, hope…

So the oldbies will complain in public fora, and word will get around that the VW is bad! Newbies won’t play it!

· Yes, but so what? Oldbies complain the whole time, like grumpy old men. You address one complaint and they find another one. It doesn’t matter what you do, they’re going to slag you off for not having done something else instead. They have an infinite supply of changes they want you to make and behaviours they want you to adopt. You can never win them over to your side.

· Removing PD from UO [?] didn’t reduce the volume (in both senses of the word) of CS complaints one iota.

· What’s more, they complain because they care. If they didn’t care, they wouldn’t make such a song and dance about it. The ones who don’t say a word are the ones who are going to leave. Noisy people who leave are back within 2 weeks.

· Get your newbies from sources that don’t know about rant sites. Let them think that your CS is standard for VWs. Anyone who does know about rant sites is basically loyal to some other game anyway, so even if you do sign them up they’ll be off the moment the next game appears that is just like the one they played first except it’s different

The Yangtse Incident

· 1957 movie, written by Eric Ambler, directed by Michael Anderson

· stars Richard Todd as Lt Commander of HMS Amethyst, a crippled British cruiser caught on the Yangtse in 1949

· based on a true incident

· Todd’s character, sensing low morale among his men as the Chinese communist  forces  approach, starts giving them pointless and/or tedious tasks, eg. when they’ve scrubbed the decks he immediately orders them to do it again

· Everyone aboard ends up hating him, almost to the point of mutiny

· But they’re unified in their hatred!

· Morale improves dramatically

· He’s deliberately offered himself up as an outlet for their frustration

Dr No

· And every James Bond movie since

· 1962 movie, based on the book by  Ian Fleming

· Bond aims to thwart evil, as personified by villain Dr No

· Or Blofeld, or Goldfinger, or Scaramanga, or Blofeld again, or …

· The thing is, evil is always personified in movies. You’re never fighting the system, or the corrupt police force, or the terrorists, or the communists. You’re fighting a particular representative of the system, or a particular corrupt cop, or a particular terrorist, or a particular Russian officer.

· People like their enemies to have a face

So, for virtual worlds:

· Don’t send out bad news in the name of the company or the CS reps. Send it out in the name of the head of the CS section, “Dr No”

· Whenever anyone complains to a CS rep about the level of service or anything else, that CS rep should blame it all on Dr No

· Whenever anyone not in the CS section screws up, Dr No should publicly carry the can

· Everyone is going to wind up complaining about Dr No, rather than what they should be complaining about. Who cares about the message when there’s a messenger who can be shot?

· Dr No can talk sense, too, which can be handy if a mutiny looms

· Two possibilities for Dr No

· Someone with incredibly thick skin who is prepared to pay in infamy what they get in power.

· A made-up person. I’m pretty sure that Mr Kipling doesn’t make all those cakes himself. You’d probably get found out if you did this, but hey, who are they going to complain to? 

Let’s see how this approach can be used to address the typical reasons people complain: 

· buggy company. You deliver late, you charge too much, you make false promises.

· Solution: Make more false promises

· buggy hardware. Your servers and routers and other stuff with wires in them are always crashing.

· Solution: It’s the manufacturer’s fault and we shall pursue them through the courts of Southeastern China for the maximum compensation their government allows.

· buggy software (1): your servers keep crashing

· Solution: It’s buggy hardware!

· buggy software (2): your clients keep crashing

· Solution: it’s buggy middleware! We are currently working with software engineers from the middleware company, hopefully in time for the next patch. An NDA forbids us from naming the middleware company involved.

· buggy players (1): one of your other players is a moron who shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near your virtual world.

· Solution: tell this other player what was said by whoever complained, then act as a go-between as they exchange insults until one of them leaves

· buggy players (2): “I know I’m being a pain here, but I need help”

· Solution: give them the help, but tell them to use email next time. Next time, roll a die: on a 5 or 6, help, otherwise delete the email. If they’re that dumb, they’ll think they screwed up sending it anyway.

· buggy design: your game sucks!

· Solution: insist that if they keep playing it unsucks. They’ve reached a deliberate content plateau that was put in to give players a breather, and the suckiness will disappear if they just play a while longer

Of course, another approach would be to address the problems, but surely this isn’t feasible, is it?

· Buggy company: here, maybe the customer IS always right? If you get your act together, the complaints (and calls for compensation) will go away.

· Buggy hardware: ditto

· Buggy software: ditto

· Buggy players: these can be dealt with through implementing complaint procedures. Almost all acrimony arises from misunderstandings. Those that don’t should lead to graded responses that can lead ultimately to permanent banning. People do reform, so give them the chance. If they don’t, 1 bad player lost is 20 good players kept. Be firm, but be fair. Organisations in the real world handle this kind of thing all the time, and the solutions are well known.

· Document all problems, document their responses/solutions, put them all in a database (some of which can be player-searchable), regularly mine the database so you can follow trends, send individual players to their allocated CS rep (case worker) whenever possible (or to a supervisor whenever not)…

· The list goes on, but this is not the place to enumerate it. The point is, there are experts out there who know this stuff. VW developers should seek out and listen to these experts, rather than abusing their god-like status and calling that a solution. Don’t be too proud to hire someone with no gaming experience if they used to run the CS section of a mail-order company. 

· Buggy design: this is the disease for which many other complaints are symptoms. You’re not complaining about X because he’s a prat, you’re complaining about him because he’s lording it over you as he’s the same level but more powerful. You’re not complaining about the software not working, you’re complaining about it not doing what you want it to do. Basically, you’re frustrated.

· It may be you’re frustrated because you misunderstand the “game” you’re playing, or because you’re not very good at it, or because this isn’t your first virtual world and you think it should be. These are basically buggy player issues that can be educated away. 

· It may be you’re frustrated because of a genuine problem with the design, though. That being the case, the designers really ought to be told. It may be too late for them to do anything about it, but it may not. If they don’t know, they’re never going to get to say.
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