
Four Seasons Hotels and Saturn cars, tumbled. (Four Sea-
sons says its research shows guests are highly satisfied with
the company's service; Saturn says an expanded lineup has
added complexity at dealer service centers.)

Why the decline? J.D. Power's chief research officer,
Gina Pingitore, thinks the economy could be the culprit.
While J.D. Power's research shows strength in product
satisfaction, the results for service measures—things like
employee expertise or processes such as returning mer-
chandise—are a different story. "[Companies are] cutting
back on staff, they're cutting back on services," Pingitore
says. "Consumers are beginning to see it."

Sentiments about customer service may have dipped,
but our top 25 companies, which are selected using input
from J.D. Power studies and BusinessWeek readers, still
garnered plenty of praise. While there were many repeat

winners, 10 new names
made our list this year, in-
cluding companies well-
known for service, like
L.L. Bean and Amazon,
com. Cult favorites Trader
Joe's and Chick-fil-A made
it into our rankings, too.
A few names, such as Wa-
chovia and Fairmont Ho-
tels & Resorts, simply beat

out prior winners in their industries. And of course there's
JetBlue Airways, which earned its way back on to our list
after getting booted last year when massive February storms
sent its operations into a tailspin. Following that snafu, Jet -
Blue created a customer bill of rights that mandates vouch-
ers for delays and added customer service managers.

CRITICAL MASS
How did we come up with our winners? We started with
existing data from J.D. Power, a consumer researcher. We
combined the scores from aseries of studies in J.D. Power's
2007 database for each brand. To qualify, the studies had to
have at least 100 responses. We eliminated industries that
cater to niche markets, such as motorcycles, and those in
which consumers rarely base decisions on service, such as
airports. Only luxury and upscale (continued on page 50)
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When you're stuck on an
aircraft carrier in the mid-
dle of the Pacific, you don't
want to waste the precious
few minutes of poky Inter-
net access you get each day
waiting for content-heavy
pages to load. That's one
reason USAA, which of-
fers insurance and banking
services to military person-
nel and their families, just
launched its mobile Web
service. Along with hand-
held access to balances,

proof-of-insurance cards, and bill-paying services, this gives
customers a stripped down site for faster page loads.

The new mobile site is just one way USAA, the top-rated
company in our survey, made technology a priority in 2007.
Over the past year some 370,000 of USAA's members began
scanning checks on their home computers to deposit elec-
tronieally—a helpful service especially for people subjected to
the vagaries of intercontinental mail. This year the $13.4 billion
company will also give customers the ability to send and receive
text messages to check their account balances. "We would go
completely broke trying to chase our members around the
world," says Craig Hopkins, vice-president for e-business so-
lutions. "They don't let us put our banks on submarines."

Other tech upgrades are less visible to customers. Last year,
USAA began revamping the software used by call- center reps.
The new interface looks exactly like the Web site customers
see, which helps reps more easily follow along with custom-
ers' concerns. Already in use in one of the company's per-
sonal-property lines, the new software should also cut costs
for USAA. Training that once took six hours on that line's old
system now takes just two. -Jena McGregor
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(continued from page 47) hoteliers were considered. And in
order to compare similar services in banking, cable, and tele-
com, we eliminated brands that did not appear on most of J.D.
Power's studies for that industry. (For example, banks had
to show up on at least four of the five related surveys —retail
banking, car loans, home equity, and two mortgage studies—to
be considered.) We looked only at the studies in J.D. Power's
database that measure processes and people. Thus, our results
may differ from the J.D. Power satisfaction rankings, which
also consider product quality, presentation, and price.

VOX POPULI

Like last year, we supplemented J.D. Power's database by sur-
veying 5,000 readers using the BusinessWeek Market Advisory
Board, asking them to nominate three companies they felt were
the best and three they felt were the worst at customer service.
More than 1,000 readers responded, with 2,596 "votes" and
1,885 "complaints." Companies that got at least 10 votes, had
a vote -to - complaint ratio of at least 2:1, and were not already
in J.D. Power's database were added to our list. J.D. Power cre-
ated a Web-based questionnaire for these brands and surveyed
at least 100 customers to get a comparable score.

J.D. Power then ranked all of the brands, using scores from
both their database and the supplemental surveys. We com-
bined the "people" and "process" scores from J.D. Power's
data to create the Service Index, with people weighted at

60% and process at 40%. Then, because we were compar-
ing widely divergent industries—a romantic weekend at the
Ritz - Carlton is a much different experience than an afternoon
waiting for the cable guy to arrive—we gave credit for scor-
ing high within an industry. Brands that ranked first in their
category received 100 bonus points; those ranking second
received 50. We subtracted 50 points from each company's
score that fell below third place.

We made three changes to our methodology this year. Be-
cause many consumers rave about the service they get from
smaller companies, we lowered the revenue bar for companies
on our list to $1 billion from the $1.5 billion mark we set last
year. Last year we subtracted an additional 5 0 points from the
bottom player in each industry; we did not apply that penalty
this year. Finally, to recognize companies that did particularly
well in our reader poll, we awarded an extra 25 points to those
whose vote-to-complaint ratios were in the top 10%.

Cafeteria cook FloricaRadu need-
ed a new kitchen floor. Front office
supervisor JaredAucoin wanted help
buying a silver Jeep. And laundry at-
tendant Lisandra Miravete hoped to
take her mother to London.

All three Fairmont Hotels & Re-
sorts employees are winners of the
company's new recognition program
for hotel workers. An employee-
of-the-year program on steroids,
Fairmont's new initiative offers two
staffers from each of its 55 proper-
ties a $5,000 reward. It's not a cash
bonus: The two customer-service
all-stars work with hotel manage-

ment to come up with a gift up to that value, such as a trip to
Southeast Asia or home improvements such as Radu's.

Fairmont used to dole out trips for two each year to any of
its hotels to recognize a select few employees. While that's
nothing to sniff at, such perks are more limited than the new
program. That's why Fairmont made the change. "Our guests
do not want service that's cookie-cutter," says Carolyn Clark,
Fairmont's senior vice-president for hum an resources. "Just as
we're tryingto deliver individualized, personalized experiences
for guests, we wanted to introduce a customized, personalized
rewards program for employees, too." -JenaMcGregor

When the Ace Hardware store in
Cape Coral, Fla., gets hectic, Linda
Gillard takes on the role of customer
coordinator, known around the $3.8
billion hardware cooperative as a
"customer quarterback."

This new position, which Ace has
started adding to all of its 4,600 U.S.
stores this year, only comes into play
when traffic is heavy, and it has just
one goal: helping customers. Gillard
talks to incoming shoppers, ana-
lyzes their body language, and de-
cides whether each one is a browser,
a mission shopper with no time for
small talk, or someone gearing up for

a project. Then she calls the play. Using an earpiece, she radios
ahead so the right expert is waiting when the customer gets to
the aisle. Just looking? The team gets a warning: "We have a
browser who doesn't need any assistance. Give them 5 or 10
minutes before you ask if they need help."

The new strategy was hatched by 12 Ace staffers who spent
a year analyzing how to increase the time employees spend
helping customers without adding extra bodies. If there's an
influx of shoppers, the coordinator alerts sales associates to
drop everything and focus on customers. Like any good quar-
terback, they know when to call a new play. -Aili McConnon
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