OVERRATED
Studies bear him out. Gartner Inc., a technology research company,
found that while 95 percent of companies collect feedback, one in
three actually use it to make improvements. Here’s the kicker:
Fewer than one in 20 tell customers about the changes they’ve
made.
Therein lies the peril of ratings surveys. Without evidence that
feedback means anything, people may think, “Why do I waste my
time?”

“It’s empowering, but you have to be careful because [such sites]
are easier to game,” Morgeson said. Self-selected feedback tends
to attract two types of customers: the really happy or the really
angry.
He cited the Amazon site and its bar graph for customer reviews.
Almost invariably, the most common responses are five stars and
one star.
Useful? Sure — if taken with a grain of salt.

Facing the guilt factor

Oh, and yes, there are two reviews, both five stars, for a 26-ounce
container of Morton Salt.

Mary Meehan, founder of Panoramix Global, a consumer research
firm in Minneapolis, said she’s not really bothered by frequent
surveys. Then she remembered.

Reads one: “OMG, so salty! Wow! Who could complain?”
A double-edged rating?

“Every time I sign off on GoToMeeting, a screen comes up wanting
to know about my experience,” she said of the videoconferencing
program. “I mean, it was just a phone call. And it was the same as
the last one. So I just ignore it.”
So what’s an earnest company sincerely seeking customer
feedback to do?
Tschohl urges asking only every fifth or every 10th customer. “Now,
it’s every time you go anywhere, they ask you. Every single
transaction. If they have your contact information, they want to do a
survey.”
Freewill abides, of course. It’s not against the law to ignore a
survey. There’s a sale on Chill Pills in Aisle 4.
Sometimes, though, a salesperson, driver, hygienist, technician or
barista asks (cough: begs) you to complete the survey because the
rating “really affects my job review.” Variation: “I really hope you can
give us top scores. Corporate looks at these things.”
“That should never happen,” said Morgeson. “The person being
rated should never be the one asking you to do the rating.”
But it does happen, likely because the up-close-and-personal tactic
works.
No one wants to get someone in trouble, especially when their
service was fine.
Was it a 5 on a 1-to-5 scale? Well, geez, maybe not a 5. So was it a
4?
Shoot, I’m running late. All right, 5’s across the board!
Talking ’bout a generation
One issue with the value of ratings is how to get broad and
representative responses. Generational differences come into play,
depending on how the survey reaches the customer.
For instance, young consumers are online a lot, but hard to reach
on cellphones, Morgeson said, so they likely field more pop-up
surveys than telephone follow-ups about service. Older consumers
may still use landlines, but you lose them online “either because
they’re not as digitally savvy, or they just don’t want to do those
things online.”
Of course, digital-savvy customers always find ways to give their
opinions through sites such as Yelp or TripAdvisor, not to mention
Twitter, blogs and Facebook.

We rate because we can. But should we? And are there limits?
The perils of overrating are explored in the popular British TV series
“Black Mirror,” streaming on Netflix, which looks at the dark side of
life and technology. In this view of the future, everyone is constantly
rating each other — their social media posts, their personal
interactions, their hallway conversations. How others rate you then
affects the opportunities you’re given.
In a word: Yikes.
Meehan said she’s seeing how ratings are starting to cut both ways.
Sure, you can rate your Uber drivers. But they’re also rating you.
Rate too low and they may decline to pick you up.
Sure, you can rate a restaurant on OpenTable. But if you’re a noshow four times in a year, your account gets bounced.
Sure, you can vent on TripAdvisor, but your rant may boomerang if
it’s over the top.
“The tables are being turned,” Meehan said, noting several
examples:
• An Italian restaurant in San Francisco began offering customers
25 percent off if they’d write a one-star review on Yelp. According to
AdWeek, the owner claimed that Yelp badgered him to advertise,
but when he stopped, his reviews turned negative. So he began
courting one-star reviews, which were hilarious. The result, of
course, was priceless publicity.
• A tourist at an Irish restaurant went on TripAdvisor to condemn its
salad as “the worst salad I’ve ever eaten.” The owner then posted a
sign urging people to “come in & try the worst salad one woman on
TripAdvisor ever had in her life.”
“It’s a social activism thing,” Meehan said. “People are weaponizing
bad reviews, turning them around to their benefit.”
So who’s a consumer to believe?
There’s no clear answer, especially in a culture where social media
have growing influence, and more people believe that their bad
experience not only was undeserved, but universal.
“It’s who’s right and who’s wrong,” Meehan said. “It’s not me; it’s
you.”
Somewhere, there must be a Groupon for Chill Pills.

