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Introduction

During the Cultural Revolution a man in his fifties entered a department store in Shanghai.  Browsing the goods he asked for the store assistant’s help.  She treated him brusquely and in an off-hand way.  He pointed to the slogan above the counter: ‘wei renmin fuwu’ (serve the people), a mantra omnipresent at that time, and indicated that her behaviour fell far short of this revolutionary ideal.  Unabashed she retorted, ‘how do I know that you’re “the people”?’  (Interview with Shanghai citizen, see Gamble 2003a: 215, note 4)

This paper explores the nature of customer service interactions in China.  In so doing, it provides an empirically based assessment of the notion of consumer control or management by customers delineated by Fuller and Smith (1991).  The paper assesses the extent to which multinational retail companies transfer management by customers to China and explores the ways in which this practice operates in this novel context.  The data for this paper are derived from research carried out in China in 1999, 2000, 2002 and 2003 at retail stores owned by British and Japanese multinational firms.  The main source of data are over 170 semi-structured interviews conducted with a cross-section of local employees and expatriate staff.  The stores were in several cities, Beijing in the north, Shanghai and Suzhou in central China, Shenzhen in the south, and Chengdu in the west.  Adopting an ethnographically inspired case study approach the author elicited interactive service workers’ accounts of their experiences with customers.  The data indicates that although procedures to implement management by customers have been transferred, the rhetoric of the customer also provides a rich and fertile resource from which workers can create meaningful life worlds.  While the customer might occasionally be ‘god’, this was just one of an array of meaningful socially embedded relationships.  Even though sales staff and customers were operating in a cash-based marketplace social relations played a crucial role in the transactions.  Moreover, in terms of discipline and control, employees were fully aware that power lay in the hands of their managers rather than disembodied consumers.  

In favour of plurality
In early anthropological texts it was de rigueur to write of ‘the native’.  Similarly, orientalist accounts presented, for instance, ‘the Chinaman’.  Today, it seems, only one category of beings can be reduced, ad absurdum, to the singular: the consumer, undefined, yet reified; depthless yet all-powerful.  Several studies explore discourses on ‘the consumer’ and ‘the customer’ (e.g. Gabriel and Lang 1995; Rosenthal et al. 2001; Korczynski 2002).  Korczynski (2002: 59), for instance, highlights images of customers that emerge in differing literatures from the sovereign, rational customer of neo-classical economics to the manipulated, irrational pawn or the hedonist.  Gabriel and Lang (1995) delineate representations of ‘the consumer’ as chooser, communicator, explorer, identity-seeker, hedonist or artist, victim, rebel, activist, or citizen.  They note the way in which, ‘Today’s Western consumer is often treated as the terminus of a historical process, which will be duplicated in other parts of the world’ (5).  Of the various tropes, that influenced by neo-classical economics has been dominant and, as Trentmann (2003: 2) argues, this has led policy makers, business people and academics to deal ‘almost exclusively with the abstract figure of the consumer as a rational utility-maximising individual’. 

Valuable as they are, such essentialised abstractions tell us little about consumers as active, socially embedded, and meaning-creating agents.  To paraphrase Oscar Wilde, the term ‘consumer culture’ constitutes the undefined in pursuit of the indefinable.  As soon as one leaves behind the mythic, de-contextualised, one-dimensional consumer of economics textbooks and begins to explore consumers as socially embedded in cultural and institutional contexts the complexities become manifold.  Meanwhile, ‘culture’ is a concept with the consistency of rice porridge; as the eminent anthropologist Clifford Geertz remarks, ‘no one is quite sure what culture is’ (Geertz 2000: 11).  

There is an extensive body of work that focuses on products and their reception.  Numerous studies (e.g. Douglas and Isherwood 1978; see also Gabriel and Lang 1995: 47-67) explore the use of goods and their communicative potential, including the ways in which through the consumption of goods we may communicate with others or ourselves and reinforce social categories and classifications.  All too often, however, any account of actual consumers is lacking.  A valuable exception is Miller et al.’s (1998) study of customers’ perspectives on everyday shopping in a Western context.  Relatively little attention, though, has been paid to the communication that takes place between store assistants and customers at the point of sale, and to the nature of the relationships involved in these interactions from employees’ perspectives (for an excellent exception see Leidner 1993).  Rather than attempt to read off identities from human relations with objects, store interactions provide the opportunity to observe them in practice.  

Even in some otherwise illuminating accounts of retail workplaces, customers are surprisingly absent or muted voices.  In her study of part-time workers in retail stores in Japan, for instance, Broadbent (2003) scarcely makes any reference to customers (similarly Wong 1999).  However, several studies conducted on front-line workplaces indicate that customers often have a central role as active participants in service environments (Rafaeli 1989: 267; Leidner 1993).  It is not possible to make sense of the labour process in the retail sector without exploring both the nature of customers and of the interactions between employees and customers (Korczynski 2002: 2).  It is vital, then, to explore the nature of consumers in socially and historically defined contexts.  As the world’s largest and most rapidly developing market, China is the most important of what Gabriel and Lang (1995: 20) term ‘the new terrains of consumerism’.  This paper, then, focuses on interactive service workers’ encounters with actual embodied customers in the Chinese context.  

Consumer control

Korczynski (2002: 19-41) examines the new service management literature with its calls for greater empowerment and the implicit assumption made within it of the existence of a customer satisfaction-workforce satisfaction mirror.  This literature emphasises discontinuity between contemporary service work and that in the past and anticipates, for instance, the demise of extensive formal procedural rules and regulations.  From this perspective Bowen and Lawler (1995), for instance, predict that more and more service sector firms will empower employees as the benefits of empowerment become clear.  Korczynski is critical of this literature arguing that it is underpinned by unitarist assumptions which assume a coincidence of interests between managers and workers. 

Writing from a critical management perspective, Fuller and Smith (1991) explore strategies of control in the workplaces of interactive service employees whose primary job task is directly serving customers.  The provision of quality service work is considered essential to attract and retain customers.  As one of the Japanese store managers interviewed for this paper expressed it, ‘if the employees were unhappy, the customers would not come.’  At the same time, management seeks to monitor and control the work of each employee to ensure that they are providing service of the appropriate quality and manner.  Unduly obtrusive managerial or bureaucratic controls would, however, be likely to undermine employees’ readiness to provide consistently ‘a good-natured, helpful and friendly attitude toward customers’ (Fuller and Smith 1991: 3).  As Korczynski (2002: 149) comments, ‘Being ordered to smile will rarely result in the display of a meaningful smile.’  Additionally, it can be difficult in practical terms for managers to exert detailed control over employees.  As Rafaeli (1989: 256) observed in Israeli supermarkets, cashiers spent far more time with customers than with either managers or co-workers.  They were also physically much closer to their customers than to anyone else.  Since customers are often the closest observers of interactive service workers, it is not difficult to see why managers would seek to implicate them in the labour process.  

A point not raised by Fuller and Smith, but an additional feature that precludes heavy-handed approaches to control of interactive service workers, is the extent to which their work occurs in spaces open to the public.  As Benson (1986: 80, 128) points out, in contrast to manufacturing operations where the customer is distant and generally cannot view the labour process involved, the retail business is typically a public spectacle.  In these circumstances, an unduly harsh management style that was visible to the public would be likely to create adverse reaction amongst customers.  Attempts to use consumer control might have an added attraction in an unfamiliar environment such as China.  Even if an expatriate manager stood beside a sales assistant during an interaction with a customer, the language barrier would ensure that they could only understand the interaction via an interpreter and non-verbal communication.  

To resolve the dilemmas involved, Fuller and Smith argue that firms have increasingly utilised consumer feedback to manage employees, an approach they term consumer control or management by customers.  They identify three categories of mechanism for gathering customer feedback: company-instigated, company-encouraged and customer-instigated.  Examples of company-instigated feedback include focus groups and the use of ‘shoppers’, individuals employed by management to pose anonymously as customers.   Company-encouraged feedback includes the use of comment cards and company-initiated mechanisms include unsolicited phone calls or letters from customers.  Since employees frequently wear nametags they can be readily identified and feedback about specific employees derived from customers utilised in employees evaluation and discipline.  The ideal in this approach is that workers internalise the values sought, so that management by customers contributes to ‘continuous, unobtrusive control systems’ (14).  

Fuller and Smith (1991: 11) outline three implications of this approach to control.  Firstly, ‘consumers’ reports broaden managerial power, augmenting it with customer power; conflicts between employers and employees may thus be reconstituted as conflicts between employees and customers.’  Secondly, ‘customer management may make organizational power a constant yet elusive presence.  The fact that customers potentially can evaluate the service interaction at any time may serve as a continuous, though invisible, check on service workers’ interactions with the public.’ Thirdly, ‘customer management may mystify power by enveloping managerial practice in a mantle of objective, rigorously accumulated and analyzed data.’  

Critique of management by customers 

It is possible to raise criticisms of the notion of consumer control even in Western contexts.  In the first place, the use of the customer as a controlling and disciplining feature in the labour process in service sector workplaces is far from unique to the contemporary world.  In her excellent historical account of department stores in the United States, Benson (1986: 156-8) cites examples of consumer control in the 1930s including the practice of service shopping with undercover employees who posed as customers and reported on the service they received from salespeople.  Moreover, Benson makes clear that this approach was far from unobtrusive; she notes that ‘service shopping impressed workers with their subordinate status and their bosses’ distrust of them’ (1986: 158).  The notion that service workers role in profit creation is a new discovery, as Fuller and Smith suggest, is also undermined by historical evidence.  Benson (1986: 116) reports that, ‘In virtually every survey reported in the trade journals from the first one in 1915 until 1940, customers named salespeople as the pre-eminent influence on their shopping behaviour.’  Finally, the data in Fuller and Smith’s article is dependent upon managerial informants, with no evidence derived from those at the ‘receiving end’.  Fuller and Smith are, however, aware of this absence and call for research focussing upon shopfloor employees’ perspectives.  

Despite these criticisms, Fuller and Smith do articulate what appears to be more concerted and integrated attempts by companies to reify the sovereign consumer and to imbricate and utilise customer feedback in the labour process.  Du Gay and Salaman (1992) and Du Gay (1996), for instance, explore the pervasive notion of ‘consumer sovereignty’ and argue that the customer is increasingly being used as a key source of legitimacy within organisations.  Management actions are justified in terms of following the dictates of the sovereign consumer, and ‘customers are made to function in the role of management’ (Du Gay and Salaman 1992: 621).  These studies, although suggestive accounts of the impact of prominent trends in management, have also been criticised for their weak empirical underpinning (Korczynski 2002: 49).  

This paper, then, seeks to provide an empirical study of consumer control.  Additionally, in an era when many retail firms are extending their presence overseas (Akehurst and Alexander 1996; Shackleton 1998) and there has been a globalisation of what Stearns (2001: 16) terms ‘the consumer apparatus’, it seeks to establish whether such approaches to control have been transferred to overseas subsidiaries and, if so, with what effects and consequences.
  China provides an important locus for this work, since this country is the world’s largest developing market and has become a magnet for multinational retail firms.  

Globalising the consumer apparatus/local customers

In contrast to the view that globalisation squeezes out difference and homogenises, anthropological accounts are replete with descriptions of how indigenous peoples make their own sense of imported ‘global’ products (e.g. Gell 1986; Watson 1997a).  Contributions to Watson (1997a) that explore MacDonald’s in the Asia Pacific, for instance, indicate how consumers across the region make and re-make their own differing meanings of the bête noire of globalisation.  Similarly, when management practices developed in one cultural and institutional environment are transferred to alien environments they do not enter a void (Whitley 1992).  Local employees’ consumption of the transferred practices will be coloured by unique configurations of experiences, norms, and expectations.  The process of consumption is inherently dialectical, the transferred practice may both mean and become something rather different in a novel context.  In a recent paper, Gamble (2003b) explored the way in which a UK firm’s introduction of its flat organizational hierarchy to China constituted an instance of the way transferred practices might be transformed in subtle and unexpected ways.  It might be expected that if the notion of control by customers were transferred overseas by multinational firms it would be subject to similar transformations.  This discussion should also alert us to the probability that the nature of interactive service workers encounters with customers will vary in different cultural and institutional contexts.  

In the retail firms studied for this research the phrase ‘the customer is God’ was repeated widely by Chinese employees, a sentiment they took to be axiomatic of the situation in western contexts.  Yet, most Chinese people are atheist.  Moreover, neither Buddhism or Confucian philosophy has a god, while Daoism has a bewildering panoply of spirits and immortals (God, which god?).  If the consumer is ‘god’, how then do Chinese people conceive of ‘god’?  What kinds of relationship do they have with god?  Is instilling the fear of god less efficacious in societies where atheism dominates?  Occasionally, employees indigenised the expression stating that ‘the customer is the emperor’.  Clearly, the implication is of a figure with great power, and yet it is worth recalling that China’s last emperor was overthrown in 1911.  Moreover, a common Chinese expression states that, ‘heaven is high and the emperor is far away’; an indication that even the tentacles of the powerful have limits and might leave creative space for those below. 

Retailing in China

In the late 1970s, China’s state planners identified foreign direct investment (FDI) as a key means to update the nation’s economy (Pearson 1991).  Since that time, China has been enormously successful in attracting FDI.  Between 1980-2000, China utilised $336 billion in FDI (Financial Times, 12 April 2002).  Boosted by China’s WTO accession in November 2001, a further $69.2 billion of FDI was contracted in 2001, and $82.77 billion in 2002.  Between 1978 and the end of 2002, China approved a total of 427,720 FDI projects (HKTDC 2002).  The economy has shifted from being uncompetitive and autarkic to one that is open to commercial pressures, with intense competition between private, state, collective and multinational firms (Nolan and Wang 1998).  In 1978, for instance, the individual sector accounted for just 0.1 per cent of retail sales (Young 1991: 120), by 1998, 37.1 per cent of retail sales of consumer goods were generated by the private sector (HKTDC 1999).  
The liberalisation of controls over the retail sector has matched changes in other industrial sectors.  China’s retail sector has opened gradually to FDI, foreign companiesxe "foreign-funded enterprises in Shanghai" have been allowed to participate in this sector since 1992  (Ho and Leigh 1994).  In that year, the State Council approved the first foreign joint venturexe "foreign-funded enterprises in Shanghai" retail project, a $100 million scheme by the Japanese company Yaohan to build a 120,000 square metre shopping centre in Shanghai’s Pudongxe "Shanghai:Pudong" district.  By 1997, there were 500-600 retail JVs in China (Goldman 2001: 239, note 1).  In Shanghai alone, by late 1999, over forty foreign chain stores had been set up with investments by companies such as Sincere (Hong Kong), Carrefour (France), Isetan (Japan), Ikea (Sweden) and B&Q (UK).  These foreign storesxe "foreign retail stores in Shanghai" now accounted for 6-7 per cent of the city’s total retail sales (Shanghai Star 23 November 1999: 7).  During the pre-reform era, customer choice was severely restricted; they could shop only in state-owned stores.  These stores offered poor customer service and sold the same limited range of, often, poor quality products at the same prices; there was little incentive for customers to compare stores.  Nowadays, retailers must compete to attract and retain customers.  

The opening of China’s retail sector to domestic competitors and foreign investment has been paralleled by the emergence of a vigorous and re-energised consumerism.  During the Maoist era (1949-76), China pursued economic and ideological policies that precluded the emergence of consumerism.  Economic policies stressed autarky and self-reliance with an emphasis on heavy industry and capital investment (Prime 1989).  There was a ‘two-decade-long policy of sacrificing consumption (including consumer goods, housing, and services)’ (Chan 1994: 97).  Ideologically there was a stress upon egalitarianism and an opposition to conspicuous consumption (Parish and Whyte 1984).  

During the post-Mao era, China’s social fabric has undergone substantial changes, processes in which the inflow of foreign companies, products, and people has been both imbricated with and hastened (Gamble 2003a).  The government’s legitimacy has become deeply entwined with the ability to deliver improving living standards and there has been a marked shift from deferred gratification to a stress upon consumption and material rewards in the present.  Income levels generally have risen and a ‘new wealthy stratum’ (xinfu jieceng) has emerged (Goodman 1996; Gamble 1997; Buckley 1999).  A far greater range of consumer products is available, ration coupons are a thing of the past, and there is fierce competition amongst both producers and retailers.  In 1993, a year after China began to take major new steps in reform, local newspapersxe "mass media in Shanghai:newspapers" described a ‘consuming passion’xe "consumerism in Shanghai:re-emergence of" (China Daily Business Weekly 14-20 February 1993: 8) and a ‘shopping craze’ (China Daily 22 February 1993: 6) in the country’s major cities.  Sales of consumer goods rose in value from 46 billion yuan in 1992, to over 132 billion yuan in 1997 (Financial Times Survey 19 May 1998: 19).  There is ample evidence that China has undergone a revolution in consumption (Taylor 1995; Far Eastern Economic Review 1998; Chao and Myers 1998; Davis 2000; Gamble 2001). 

Service sector human resource management in China

Until recently the service sector had been largely neglected in the literature on human resource management (HRM).  Increasingly, however, this sector is no longer such a poor relation with a burgeoning focus on this area (e.g. Sturdy et al. 2001; Korczynski 2002).  The study of HRM in China has generated a substantial body of academic research (e.g. Goodall and Warner 1998; Ding and Akhtar 2001; Morris et al. 2001).  However, little attention has focused on the service sector (although see Gamble 2003b), perhaps reflecting the widespread perception of China as the manufacturing ‘workshop of the world’.  This neglect overlooks the rapid rise of the service sector and retailing in particular as indicated in the preceding section.  Meanwhile, although there is a developing body of work on China’s retail sector (e.g. Davies 1994; Letovsky et al. 1997; Goldman 2000, 2001), most of these studies focus on strategy or the technology of retailing rather than HRM.  

Employment relations in China’s service sector need to be understood in the context of the socio-economic transformation outlined above.  Since the mid-1980s, when China officially endorsed the ‘socialist market economy’, the nature of enterprises’ roles in workers’ lives has changed considerably.  From the 1950s to the 1980s, in larger SOEs especially, features such as centrally planned job allocation, guaranteed lifetime employment, and extensive workplace-based welfare benefits tied workers into a system of ‘organized dependency’ (Walder 1986).  Over the past two decades, this model has steadily eroded as the labour market has decentralized and become more flexible (Benson and Zhu 1999; Ding et al. 2000).  Minimal labour mobility has been replaced by a system in which both employees and employers have a choice, respectively, in selecting which firm to work for and who to recruit.  The competition to attract and retain customers mentioned above, is directly paralleled by the situation of retail firms with respect to employees.  
Methodology

The ideal research approach to explore management by customers from employees’ perspectives is through an ethnographic style study.  While this paper cannot claim to be an anthropological study based upon participant observation, the research is informed by a contextual, process orientated, and ‘actor-centred’ ethnographic methodology (Bate 1997: 1155-62).  The research was conducted using the target language without interpreters, over a relatively long timeframe, and with an inductive approach that allowed space in questioning both for informants to digress and for the researcher to pursue these digressions.  

The author was generally given a free hand to select interviewees, and they were chosen from a range of departments and every level in the firms’ hierarchy.  The author’s facility in Chinese permitted interviews with employees to be conducted on a one-to-one basis without the necessity for a translator, and for them to be transcribed directly by the author during the interview - tape-recording interviews would have significantly increased interviewees’ reluctance to speak openly.  At some stores, repeat visits ensured that the author became a familiar figure to employees.  The research methodology is primarily inductive and ‘grounded in the everyday reality of the people it studies’ (Linstead 1997: 95).  Thus the interviews included open-ended questions to enable informants to elaborate upon their interactions rather than imposing the researcher’s pre-determined categories.  Thus, for instance, employees were asked, ‘How do you deal with awkward customers?’ and if they had worked at other retail firms, ‘How would you compare the treatment of customers at this store with your previous firm?’  

The firms selected for this research all had an explicit strategy to replicate as closely as possible their parent country HRM practices.  In the case of the UK firm, the senior expatriate manager emphasized that ‘DStore has a strong culture, we want to bring this to China.’
  This approach was facilitated by operating on ‘greenfield’ sites with no established workforce, and by the UK side of the joint venture having full operational control over the stores.  Similarly, an executive at JStore’s Tokyo head office commented that, ‘we wanted the operation in China to be the same as in Japan.  We have educated the Chinese employees about JStore’s philosophy.  We wanted to transfer the Japanese way.  So in China we do the same customer service as in Japan.’ 

The research sites
Research in China was undertaken in 1999, 2000, 2002 and 2003 at four stores owned by the British multinational retailer, DStore.  During these visits over 120 semi-structured interviews were conducted with a cross-section of local employees and expatriate staff.  These stores were located in two different cities; shorter visits were made to three other stores owned by the firm.  The research at JStore was carried out in 2001, 2002 and 2003 in Japan and 2002 and 2003 in China.  Research in Japan focussed primarily upon company policy and strategy; in China fifty semi-structured interviews were conducted with a cross-section of local employees and expatriate managers at three stores in two different cities.  

UK-invested stores: DStore

When you first come over, you think England and how they shop.  You need to understand why they shop the way they do here, then you can start to compromise and use things from the UK and put in the good points from Chinese culture.  You can’t just put in the English way.  You need to take the good points from both sides, then you get a good store.  Expatriate project manager 

In June 1999, StoreCo became the first major UK retailer to enter mainland China when it opened a 73,500 square foot purpose-built decorative materials warehouse store, DStore, in Shanghai.  A second store, also in Shanghai, opened in May 2000.  Up to September 2003 a further eleven stores had opened in various cities, with the intention to open a total of 60 stores by the end of 2007.  The first store had 190 employees and the second store 185 employees; 68 per cent of employees were male and 32 per cent were female.  The average age of employees was 27-28.  The market is increasingly competitive, with competition from state and private stores as well as other foreign-invested firms. 

For the first year of operations, two expatriate managers filled the assistant store manager and store manager roles.  In 2000, both expatriates remained in China but were promoted to executive roles.  Since then more expatriates have arrived, but they are engaged in head office roles rather than store operations.  Since 2000, responsibility for day-to-day management of the two original stores and all subsequent stores has been transferred to locally recruited managers.  The organisational structure is relatively flat.  Beneath the store manager are two to four assistant store managers.  Each of seven or eight trading departments has one supervisor, one or two deputy supervisors, one or two customer advisors, and between four and thirty-five customer assistants. 

The company’s intention was to replicate as far as possible its UK format, for instance, in terms of racking, displays and store appearance.  In the Chinese context, some aspects transferred from the UK were relatively novel.  An example of this included ‘touch and feel’ displays that allowed customers to feel the products.  In pre-reform China, as in America in the 1930s (Benson 1986), most stores did not permit customers to touch the products.  DStore did, however, have to make some adaptations in order to meet the expectations of local customers.  For instance, displays were more elaborate than their UK equivalents.  Similarly, Chinese customers were more brand-orientated and the company moved to group displays by brand rather than purely by function.  

The stores had more employees than UK stores of a comparable size.  This partly reflected lower labour costs in China, but additionally customers had higher expectations of customer service.  The notion of self-service was new to China, an expatriate manager observed that, ‘some customers expect a member of staff to accompany them the whole time they’re here.  This isn’t possible and they don’t understand this.  People aren’t used to just picking up the product, putting it in a basket and taking it to the checkout.  Customers have asked us how to buy things.’  Another expatriate manager explained that, ‘China hasn’t had self-service; you let the customer feel free and not pressured to buy something.  So people learn how to shop in a new way.’  In addition to expecting staff to help them reach down products from the shelves, carry goods to the checkout, and then take them to the car park, customers also asked sales staff more questions about products than in the UK.  A customer assistant had noticed that, ‘customers aren’t used to looking for information, they ask first.’  

DStore’s attraction to consumers

Shanghai people are very conscious of getting value for money.  Customers here are very demanding, much more so than in Taiwan,
 and even more so than in the UK.  For example, if people buy a stack of timber in the UK they’ll buy it if there are no visible marks, but here people check carefully each sheet of fifteen for the quality.  This is because there are no set quality standards in China.  So here people still feel that they need to check everything.  Expatriate operations director 

Employees suggested a range of motives for customers to shop at DStore.  These rested partly upon visible, objective features such as the large range of merchandise at reasonable prices and the attractive store environment.  The importance of trust was also a recurring theme in the interviews; customers’ need for trust reflected the fact that these purchases were amongst the most substantial in their lives.  New apartments were typically empty shells; the purchaser received only a concrete box.  In Shanghai, for example, homebuyers had to spend an average of 150,000-180,000 yuan (£11,540-13,850) on decoration, and the work would take around six weeks.  Even though DStore’s prices were approximately half their UK equivalent and average incomes about one-tenth of those in the UK, the average sale per customer was higher.  As a consequence of the importance of this purchase, customers took great care in selecting products.  A flooring and tiles department customer assistant had noticed that, ‘usually customers come many times, often over ten times, but it can be twenty.  In their first two or three visits they rarely buy anything, but they check and compare prices with other stores.’  

The creation of trust was dependent upon various factors.  Ironically, after half a century of propaganda denigrating the role of foreigners and foreign firms in China and ‘China’s long-standing ambivalence toward foreign involvement in the Chinese economy’ (Gerth 2003: 357), the store’s foreign ownership was a source of attraction.  A marketing executive at DStore observed that, ‘in terms of it being a foreign company, it doesn’t matter if it's the government or the ordinary people, they all have a sense of reassurance (fangxingan), even a feeling of infatuation (miliangan) towards a large multinational company.’  To promote this image, the company used extensively the senior British expatriate’s image in its advertising campaigns.  The marketing executive explained that, ‘it shows that we’re an international company.  It captures people's eye, it gives them a sense of newness (xinxiangan).’  

In part, trust in foreign companies derived from a general sense that things foreign were ‘modern’ and of better quality.  A showroom customer assistant had found that, ‘customers have a trusting attitude (xinren taidu) towards DStore as it’s a UK-invested enterprise.’  A service desk supervisor endorsed this view in her observation that, ‘customers trust (xinren) us because we’re a UK-invested company and we keep our promises (jiang chengnuo de).  Some customers say that if we weren't a UK-invested firm they wouldn't come.’  During the Shanghai store’s first year of operation, a showroom deputy supervisor commented that, ‘Shanghainese are glad there are two UK managers here, in this way they feel reassured (mai ge fangxin - literally ‘purchase’ and ‘rest assured’).  There were practical considerations that lay behind this trust in a foreign company.  Before investing all foreign firms are vetted by the Chinese authorities, and retailers must demonstrate their secure financial status before they are granted a business license.  Additionally, local customers know that multinationals are concerned about their brand image and are susceptible to having this image tarnished by adverse publicity.  

Customers’ trust and sense of security in shopping at DStore were also enhanced by the fear of buying inferior quality or fake products.  Under the command economy products were frequently of low quality, a problem that persists to some extent.  In the reform era, this existing problem has been compounded by rampant copyright infringement and markets awash with fake products, everything from Viagra and cosmetics to aircraft parts, CDs and computer software.  A hardware department deputy supervisor remarked that, ‘Shanghai’s ordinary people buy goods here as they feel the price is okay, but especially as they feel reassured (fangxin) about the quality.’  He added that customers might travel to this [Shanghai] DStore from cities such as Wuxi, Changzhou, Zhenjiang, and Nanjing in order to buy imported goods, ‘they spend money to set their mind at rest (anxin) that they’re genuine.’  

Although being a foreign-invested store was a source of competitive advantage, it also raised customers’ expectations.  One aspect of this was the common expectation that prices would be higher than local stores.  Additionally, a checkout department supervisor remarked that, ‘customers are very severe (yange) to DStore as it’s a foreign firm.  With a local store they’d be more lenient (kuanrong).  You have a different feeling (xintai); if I go to a foreign store, I feel that I have more power (quanli).’  Similarly, a store manager observed that, ‘if we do something wrong, as a foreign firm it will get shown on TV, but this won’t happen with a Chinese-owned store.’

Attracting customers to the store was considered by employees to depend heavily upon particularistic bases of trust.  A supervisor in the receiving section believed that, ‘if we have good service, news about this will get spread by word-of-mouth very quickly, much faster than by thousands of yuan spent on advertising.’  A store manager was equally convinced of this:

Word-of-mouth is very important.  If somebody’s friend tells somebody that DStore is good they’ll trust it’s good, it’s much more important than any adverts.  As Chinese customers spend a lifetime’s savings to do up their homes, word-of-mouth is very important.  I don’t trust adverts but friends. 

The efficacy of word-of-mouth seemed to be borne out, in part at least, by an in-house customer survey which found that 34% of individual customers had been attracted to the store as a result of friends, 45% from passing by and just 28% as a result of adverts. 

Customer service was perceived as a key factor that attracted customers and created a basis of trust.  Some employees had previously worked in other retail stores and could compare DStore’s approach to customer service.  Former employees of state-owned stores considered DStore’s approach to be different; whereas it was ‘customer-orientated’ their former workplaces were ‘employee-orientated’.  A customer assistant in the receiving section, for example, remarked that, ‘the special order system here is better than other stores, a state store wouldn't bother to order specially for people.’  Similarly, a building materials department customer assistant, formerly employed in a state department store, commented that it had been, ‘the old style, eating from the big pot (chi daguofan - a synonym for a poor work ethic), not going out of your way to help customers.  We didn’t stress customer service like we do here.’  

Many retailers in China operate with large numbers of vendors’ representatives in their stores.  In the case of faulty goods and returns it can be difficult to gain satisfaction from these outlets.  An attraction of DStore was that the company itself engaged with vendors on customers’ behalf.  The firm had also transferred from the UK its one-month no quibble returns policy.  This was an innovative feature that was considered to secure customers’ trust, since local stores operated more restrictive policies on returns.  DStore’s employees frequently contrasted their firm with the situation at getihu, private entrepreneurs, which were said to ignore customer complaints.  A showroom supervisor explained that:

There are many getihu that sell products more cheaply, but customers come here as they feel reassured and have our promise (chengnuo).  Getihu may be here today, gone tomorrow, and cannot be found when there’s a quality problem.  Customers feel that just once in this life I spend this much, so they come here even if it costs more as they feel assured. 

Customers’ expectations with regard to customer service appeared to be rising steeply.  A store manager observed that, ‘in terms of their buying behaviour Chinese customers used to be concerned only about price.  Now they want customer service and respect; they want it to be, “I’m your owner, you do something for me”.’  A supervisor in the receiving section remarked rather astringently, ‘in China, if somebody spends one yuan, they want 1,000 yuan worth of service.’  

Producing sales and thereby assuring the firm’s success, then, was seen to depend heavily upon creating a basis of trust.  In part, the creation of trust depended upon systemic features such as the returns policy; however, it was also grounded and dependent upon the customer service provided by individual staff members.  The nature of customer-sales staff interactions are explored in the following sections.  

The shopping process in China: reports from the ‘front-line’

From interviews with sales staff it was evident that much customer behaviour could be construed as culturally constructed and as reflecting differing modes of human interaction in the Chinese context.  Most customers did not visit the store alone, especially on their first visit.  Rather many were married couples, and often they brought their child and/or grandparents, a reflection of the fact that frequently three generations live under one roof.  Typically, customers also brought the labour contractor who would lead the work team that would undertake the decoration work.  

The ways in which customers reached buying decisions, were said by store employees to differ in accordance with their age and gender.  Where older people asked more questions and exercised caution in buying products, younger customers decided quickly and were more attracted by the aesthetic attributes of products than their pure functionality.  Similarly, female customers were perceived as concerned with detail in the buying process, while male customers made faster purchasing decisions.  Sales staff also remarked upon differences that they attributed to customers’ differing regional origin, income and educational level.  

Control by customers in China

The customer is king; the king can do whatever he wants.  Store manager

DStore had introduced various procedures that could involve the cooption of customers in the disciplining and control of employees.  The stores all provided customer feedback boxes, and it was easy to distinguish individual employees since their names appeared on their uniforms XE "pingdeng" .  Some state stores had also begun to adopt this means of gathering customer feedback.  However, a customer assistant recalled that in his former SOE store, his supervisor would throw away negative feedback forms to protect the department’s employees.  By contrast, DStore kept the collection of feedback forms separate from the trading departments to ensure this could not happen.  The standard procedure was for commendatory comments to be read out in the daily store-wide morning briefing session.  In cases of negative feedback, general comments may be made in the briefing session, while the line manager would talk directly to the employee concerned.  
At one DStore in Shanghai, an average of 25 customer reports were received each week.  Most responses related to products.  The remainder, which focused on service issues, comprised more positive than negative feedback with fewer complaints than in a comparable UK store.  In part this may have been because the scheme was quite novel in China, it also appeared to reflect a reluctance to make written complaints.  A customer assistant remarked that, ‘few customers write feedback.  Chinese people don’t have this custom, they rarely write things.  Usually things are dealt with by our own staff, they solve the customer's problem or complaint and then they go away.’  Institutional differences and cultural differences of this kind might explain why this control method was rather ineffective in China.  Customers’ reluctance to write comments might derive from the historical and political context.  During the Maoist era, for instance, changes in political movements could suddenly expose those who had expressed the ‘wrong views’ to criticism or worse.  

The stores did not appear to have introduced the use of ‘shoppers’.  However, levels of surveillance by those in the firm’s hierarchy appeared to be greater than in SOEs.  Former employees of state retail firms reported that their managers, like earlier generations of American department store executives described by Benson (1986: 153, 156), rarely left their large and comfortable offices.  By contrast, managers at DStore had relatively cramped and minimalist office space and were frequently not in their offices but visibly patrolling the shopfloor.  Additionally, customer assistants were readily observed by their departmental supervisors.  

As in western contexts, managers sought to recruit those who held customer-orientated values (Korczynski 2002: 72, 126).  Those responsible for recruitment at DStore emphasised that while educational qualifications and experience were important, personality was crucial.  The desired values were reinforced and refined through induction and post-induction training, performance appraisals and general socialisation.  As in the call-centres studied by Korczynski (2002: 93) in Australia, Japan and the USA, workers were regularly exhorted to ‘stand in the customer’s viewpoint’.  A training video shown to new recruits during induction reminded them to ask themselves in all situations, ‘am I doing this for the customer?’.  This message was carried through to post-induction training and socialisation.  A store manager explained that he regularly told his staff that, ‘they would grow with the customer.’  A showroom supervisor explained how, ‘I always ask the employees in my section, “If you stood in the customer’s position, what would you think?” (ni zai guke de lichang zhan, ni zenme xiang)’.  In his estimation, if employees acted in this way, ‘the customers will believe what you say, they will trust you.’  

The firm had a relatively light touch in terms of scripting customer service interactions.  The company’s chief training manager stated that, ‘generally speaking employees judge according to their own experience what they should say.’  These comments were endorsed by a service desk supervisor who emphasised that, ‘how to treat customers depends on each person’s personality.’  The basic elements of customer service training were taught, often using role-play exercises in which employees took the part of customers, in induction training and post-induction training, the latter often occurring during the morning briefing sessions.  Sales staff were told to avoid responding to customer questions with directly negative responses such as ‘I don’t know’ or ‘it can’t be done’.  The form of customer service style inculcated at DStore matched contemporary UK norms and preferences as detailed in Miller et al. (1998: 118-9).  Thus employees were instructed to approach customers only when they looked directly at a product and appeared to require help, they should then maintain a distance of one metre from the customer.  

From the interviews it was apparent that training messages had reached home.  A paint department deputy supervisor who had previously worked at a private store remarked that by contrast, ‘here you need to face the customer, there you could ignore them or be haughty (aoman).’
  A hardware section deputy supervisor recalled how at his former state store, ‘some employees ignored customers, here you should go up to them if they fix their gaze on a product.’  A decorative materials department customer assistant stated that, ‘I’ve only once encountered a customer who used physical violence, but I couldn’t react as our pay comes from the customer.’  Moreover, whether learnt from their training or picked up from the prevailing zeitgeist in China since the 1990s when this phrase disseminated widely, employees made frequent reference to the customer as God: 

Some employees get upset by customers.  I tell them not to argue with customers as, after all, the customer is God (guke bijing shi shangdi). Flooring and tiles, deputy supervisor

We’re patient with the customers as the customer is God.  Even if the customer is unreasonable, we’re still patient. Decorative materials, deputy supervisor 

Because we have a company uniform, customers can easily spot staff.  In customers’ eyes we’re all the same, they are our God. Service desk, supervisor

Once I argued with a customer, then I controlled myself and walked away as the customer is the emperor and is always right.  When you’re wearing this uniform even if they’re wrong, they’re still right (bu dui ye shi ta dui).  Decorative materials and lighting, customer assistant
In some instances, customers appropriated for themselves the role of god or master and sought to exert direct control over sales staff.  A showroom deputy supervisor observed that, ‘customers are unreasonable because there are lots of competitors, some treat us like servants.’  Similarly, a service desk supervisor stated that she met several unreasonable customers each week.  As she expressed it, ‘sometimes the customer feels that s/he is God and goes beyond the bounds of what we can do.  They feel that, “I’m God; you’re just here to serve me”.’  

As some of the quotes above suggest, there was a world of difference between treating the customer as if he or she were God, and actually believing this to be the case.  While the customer might be allowed, even encouraged, to consume the myth of sovereignty they were to be carefully controlled and regulated.  There was also recognition that customers sometimes made demands that were unreasonable; they were people who, literally, ‘do not speak with reason’ (bu jiang daoli).  The returns desk witnessed the largest proportion of unreasonable customers.  Perhaps emboldened by the company’s lenient returns policy, customers sought to gain advantage from this.  Every employee had their favourite story of unreasonableness, such as the customer who returned a defective light bulb and sought compensation for the taxi journey they had made to return the product.  In supermarkets in Israel, Rafaeli (1989: 259-62) reports a similar ‘struggle for control’ between cashiers and customers.  Because they were buying products, customers saw themselves as having a right to control their encounters with cashiers.  Meanwhile, cashiers sought to exert control over encounters in order to carry out their role effectively and efficiently.  In DStore, as in these Israeli supermarkets, employees needed to retain control not least since they would be held responsible for errors in stocktaking and excessive shrinkage.  The inherent ambiguity of the interaction emerged clearly in the explanation of a showroom sales expert that in seeking to make a sale, ‘it’s vital to have persuasion for customers.’  Moments later he remarked that, ‘you have to do what customers say.’ 

Employees were aware that if they argued with customers they risked dismissal, although the risk involved seemed to vary from store to store.  A flooring and tiles department customer assistant at one store remarked that, ‘there are lots of unreasonable customers.  All you can do is be patient, you can’t argue.  Customers know that we won’t argue back.  If we argued the store manager would get rid of us.  The service sector is all like this, the customer is God.’  Although, this employee refers to customers’ exalted status, he is clearly aware that power and discipline is dependent upon the firm’s formal hierarchy.  In another store, a more lenient attitude seemed to prevail.  A gardening and seasonal department customer assistant stated that, ‘if you’re impolite to a customer you get a verbal warning.  Once somebody has had several verbal warnings, they get a written warning.  I haven’t heard of this happening.’  While employees knew that customers could complain and cause them difficulties, this did not appear to be a source of undue concern.  

Inevitably, having reified the customer, the rhetoric of the consumer becomes the most legitimate means whereby employees can assert their rights (Rosenthal et al. 1997: 481).  For instance, employees voiced their requests for increased staffing levels in terms of ‘the customers want more staff to be on duty’.  This logic applied not only to shopfloor staff, but also to managers.  An assistant store manager, for instance, expressed discontent at the absence of managerial signifiers: 

Everybody here has the same uniform.  In local firms managers wear a tie to make a difference.  Here it’s confusing for customers.  If a customer looks for a manager and they see me dressed like this, they won’t believe I’m a manager and they’ll think, ‘you’re lying, you don’t look like a manager.’  I know the company’s purpose is to show that everyone is equal, but the image is not right, managers should be more formal for the customers. 

It would, however, be misleading to overemphasise this appeal to the consumer.  Employees also sought improved salaries and welfare benefits, demands they expressed in terms of their rights as citizens and workers.  While the firm sought to develop a strong customer-orientation among employees and implemented measures to imbricate customers in the control and discipline of employees these methods seemed to rest rather lightly on the shoulders of employees.  As is shown in the subsequent sections, relations with customers also provided a gamut of rich and meaningful experiences.  Moreover, the creation of actual or surrogate social relationships not only brought increased pleasures and pains for employees, but also were often essential to creating the basis of trust from which a transaction could ensue.  

Experts and students
Customers ask us lots of questions.  It’s not like a food store where everyone knows what to do with the goods. Showroom, customer assistant

If you explain well people will feel that you’re an expert (neihang) and will do business with you.  Showroom, sales expert

You persuade customers to buy by introducing the products well. Decorative materials and lighting, customer assistant

Customer service is very important.  You should first give service with a smile (weixiao fuwu), then show that you know the products well.  Once the customer trusts (xiangxin) you they will buy. Electrical, customer assistant

A recurring feature of sales staff-customer interactions was the degree to which a particularistic style basis of trust was actively sought.  In these encounters sales staff described two morally positive ideal type relationships for themselves: that of expert and that of friend.  These findings mesh with the extensive research in China has that focussed on the nature of guanxi, ‘connections’ (e.g. Jacobs 1982; Yang 1994; Tsang 1998; Gold et al. 2002a).  The term guanxi refers to ‘dyadic, personal relations between people who can make demands on each other.  The stronger the guanxi, the more demands can be imposed’ (Tung and Worm 2001: 521).  Whether considered as an outcome of a deep cultural essence of Chinese society or the lack of institutional, systemic bases of trust, there is ample evidence that guanxi plays a major role in China (Gold et al. 2002b).  Important bases of trust highlighted by Jacobs (1982) include achieved and ascribed relationships such as those of kinship, fellow student, teacher-student, and same native place.  In the same way as Bin (1997) distinguishes ‘Confucian consumers’, so too there were distinctively Chinese dimensions to the interactions between customers and store employees.  

The first of the ideal roles was that of expert.  The term used most often by sales staff was ‘neihang’ – literally someone who knows the inner workings of a trade.  Occasionally this was replaced by the rather more formal term ‘zhuanjia’, perhaps best translated as specialist.  In this role, sales staff were a source of knowledge and expertise, while customers were students or apprentices to be trained in aspects such as the variety, nature and use of products, and the mode of shopping at the store.  

The need to interact and find common ground with customers and the importance of product knowledge were all evident in the following explanation from an electrical and lighting department deputy supervisor:

Customers ask lots of questions even though they bring the decoration work team boss with them.  They ask because they still want to understand the product’s composition, use, and quality etc.  They still want to have an interaction (jiaoliu), also they may not entirely trust (fangxin) the work team boss and fear that he wants to cheat them.  We don’t have a conflict of interest with the customers, we just do the sale. 

A distinctive aspect of this comment is that the employee considers himself to be in a neutral and impartial role with respect to the customer.  He appropriates the role of expert in a rational bureaucracy rather than active agent of a profit-maximising enterprise. 

At times, customers were portrayed as blank sheets or empty vessels, ready and willing to be led by sales staff provided that they possessed the requisite skill.  As the deputy supervisor just quoted remarked, ‘few people know much about the products, as they often just decorate once.  The customer is a blank sheet (kongbai) when they come in and has to ask you everything.’  In offering guidance on products’ price, quality, variety, use and maintenance employees acted as teachers or experts.  At times, this role extended into that of advisor or consultant as they suggested the best match between products in terms of style and aesthetic quality.  A flooring and tiles department deputy supervisor linked this role with his own motive for joining DStore, ‘it’s part of the company culture to give the customer inspiration (linggan).  I learnt this during training, it is showing respect for people.  These aspects attracted me.’  

In some instances the teacher-student relationship could verge on a paedocratisation of the customer.  A customer assistant on the returns desk explained how she dealt with difficult customers, ‘if they’re angry, you say a couple of words to soothe them, then they’ll quietly wait there just like children.  First you listen to the customer, then you tell them that you’ll help them to solve the problem.’  

In early twentieth century department stores, Benson (1986: 261) reports that, ‘Saleswomen were convinced of their customers’ ignorance about merchandise and often made no secret of it; they were the professionals, their customers the amateurs.’  In DStore, sales staff were not always so convinced of their abilities and the student-expert role could, occasionally, be reversed.  A paint and decoration department customer assistant, for instance, explained how his product knowledge had developed.  This had accumulated not only from training by the company and vendors but also, ‘from customers who are experts (neihang)’.  

These findings indicate the ways in which foreign-invested retail outlets can play a part in educating consumers.  Watson (1997b: 28) found similar evidence where the first McDonaldxe "food:arrival of new types in the reform era"’s restaurant in China provided consumer education on how to eat its hamburgers.  This role could also have a potential downside.  This was evident in the comment of an administration department supervisor that, ‘customers ask lots of questions, they treat you as an expert (zhuanjia).  If you say something wrong, they’ll make a complaint, this can be very difficult to deal with.’  

My friend, the customer

‘China is a society of friends’.  Japanese store manager

In doing business first you make friends, then you do business. Receiving section, supervisor

We aim to make friends with the customer.  Head of in-store design department

Most customers come here about ten times in the decorating process, so it’s like seeing an old friend. Decorative materials, customer assistant

My sales are very high.  When customers return they look for me, many customers see me as a friend and call for me if I’m on a break. Receiving section, sales expert

Customers usually come many times, by the end of the process they are friends and close (qinqie).  You feel it’s like talking to one of your own people (zijia ren). Building materials, customer assistant
As these quotes indicate, employees often characterised the relationship between themselves and customers as akin to that between friends.  A newly appointed store manager had seen how returns had been a key problem at her former store.  Her approach was to give complainants her business card and mobile phone number, they phoned her ‘and then become friends and introduce their friends.  In this way they trust me.’  A decorative materials department supervisor explained how he had made friends with customers who complained as a result of solving their problems well.  Employees could also find a shared base with customers.  A checkout supervisor recalled how she had found that a customer came from the area where she lived, ‘now she always seeks me out for help with any problems, we have a shared point (gongtong dian) as we’re neighbours, so she trusts me.’  In some instances, the roles of friend and expert overlapped.  A timber department deputy supervisor commented that, ‘customers need to come three or four times and we train (peixun) the customers.  When they come again they feel that you’re a friend.’ 

Creating an actual or a surrogate friendship not only provided a basis of trust, it also bound the interactees into the norms and expectations of this relationship in Chinese society.  A showroom sales expert pointed this out when he reflected on the way that, ‘customers have feeling, so when they return they’ll feel embarrassed if they don’t buy something.’  This observation illustrates the reciprocal obligation that is often implicit in particularistic relations in China (Gold et al. 2002b: 7).  Friendship involves affect or feeling (ganqing), this brings an obligation to reciprocate (see Yang 1957); not to do so would lose the face of the counterpart.  

My enemy, the customer

Sales staff sometimes referred to themselves as being on the ‘front-line’.  They used this in the sense of being the employees who engaged directly with customers.  However, there were occasions when the potentially confrontational connotations of this military-derived metaphor had real resonance.  In these encounters, customers could be negotiators, opponents or parasites – categories that sometimes overlapped.  During his first year in China, an expatriate manager had found that, ‘selling here is much more used to negotiating’.  In some local stores, one could bargain over prices and DStore had altered this local practice with its regime of fixed prices.  

Customers could view the firm with suspicion and as a potential opponent.  A hardware department customer assistant explained that, ‘customers ask very detailed questions, since for many people this is the first time they decorate and they fear to get ripped-off.’  This absence of trust was evident in the observation of a timber department deputy supervisor that, ‘Shanghainese are clever and also mean, they fear to have any kind of a loss.’  Meanwhile, staff could perceive customers as opponents to be outwitted in terms of preventing theft, although levels of theft were lower than in the UK.  At an extreme level, customers could become opponents in court cases.  However, the main area where customers became opponents was with respect to returns.  When acting as store manager in the first DStore a UK expatriate had discovered that: 

Customers really get on their high horse over refunds; we can easily get a crowd of fifty people.  The UK idea of customer service is higher; we want to avoid a scene.  When I come down I always say that I won’t talk to people who shout.  The staff are very protective of me.  They know that I’ll be very lenient, they prefer to have the battle themselves and may tell the customer that I’m away.  The UK view is to give the customer the benefit of the doubt, but customers are so much more demanding here.  We’ve made a rod for our own back, but we’re okay with this. 

This expatriate also recalled how DStore had first implemented and then had to withdraw its UK price promise.  This policy stated that if a product could be found at a lower price in any store in Shanghai within seven days DStore would refund the difference.  However, people had, in this manager’s view, ‘taken the Mickey’.  So many customers had assiduously searched every mom-and-pop store in the city looking for just such a price difference that the store was flooded with queues of people bringing in items for this partial refund. 

In some instances, customers appropriated store space in ways that could verge on the parasitical.  A decorative materials and lighting department customer assistant had noticed that, ‘as DStore is large, some people bring their children here just to play.’  An assistant store manager could cite instances where customers had tried to return defective products purchased in other stores.  In another store, the store manager motioned to a group of customers relaxing on the store’s display of garden chairs.  It was, he complained, a common occurrence for customers to convert this zone into private space and to relax in this way for two or three hours.  

Japanese-invested stores: JStore

In Japan they put the customer first, but in China to put the customer first is a new concept.  The Japanese stress customer service, standing in the customers’ viewpoint.  Before, at Chinese stores, staff ignored customers.  Each time we get paid, they tell us the customers pay this salary.  Personnel manager

JStore is a major retail firm in Japan and has three stores in China.  The first store opened in 1997 and further stores were planned.  JStore is categorised as a general merchandise store; it comprises a mixture of a department store and a supermarket.  Food sales accounted for about 50 percent of turnover.  A store manager remarked that, ‘the aim is to make the store become local residents’ refrigerator’, and customer surveys showed that many customers visited the store three or four times per week. 

Like DStore, JStore had sought to implement its parent company retail format, including not only store layout and procedures but also employment relations (see Gamble 2004) and customer service.  JStore shared some characteristics with DStore but there were also significant differences.  Although both firms had flat organisational hierarchies, JStore made greater use of expatriates with most senior positions held by Japanese staff including all the store manager roles.  As with DStore, the number of employees per store was higher than in the parent country.  For example, one JStore had 640 full-time and 300 temporary staff (there were also around 2,000 vendors’ representatives working in the store).  A store in Japan of comparable size would have about 100 regular staff, 100 part-time ‘arbeito’, and 100 temporary staff.  However, this JStore also had two to three times more customers than a comparably sized store in Japan, with an average of 35,000-40,000 per day making purchases at the weekend and 25,000 on weekdays.  Up to three times this number might pass through the store.  This compared with around 1,000 customers per weekday, and 1,500 at weekends, at one of the DStores.  

Expatriate Japanese managers, like their British counterparts, noticed that Chinese customers had rising expectations of customer service.  Similarly, demands of this foreign firm were higher than those upon local stores.  The firm’s senior expatriate recalled that when the first store opened it had easily provided the best customer service in the city, but that it now had to struggle hard to retain this status.  He added that whereas, ‘at first customers had rarely seen such good service, now they take this for granted and expect more and more.’  A store manager concluded that, ‘China has gone from a time when stores selected customers, to an era where customers select the store.’  Another store manager considered that customers’ demands had been boosted following the SARs outbreak as consumers’ desire for quality products had increased.  

As with DStore, customers were encouraged to make written comments and suggestions, one store received about ten letters per week.  The store manager prepared a written response to each comment and these were pasted up on a noticeboard in the store.  As at DStore, this feedback appeared to be used not so much as a disciplinary mechanism, but to help select ‘outstanding workers’ (youxiu yuangong) who received a bonus.  Even without consumer control, however, there was ample possibility for supervisors to maintain surveillance on sales staff, this included observation by senior managers.  A checkout assistant who had previously worked in a state store remarked that, ‘people there were lazy, we often ignored customers.  The atmosphere was not good, because of the poor management style.  The supervisors and managers stayed in their offices reading the newspaper and did not come out, not like the bosses here.’  

In her study of supermarket cashiers in Jerusalem, Rafaeli (1989: 245) commences the paper with a quote from a cashier: ‘The customer is paying for the merchandise.  But he is not paying my salary. Why does he think he can tell me what do?’.  Rafaeli uses this quote as an entree to explore the way in which cashiers and customers had different perceptions of who had the right to control the process of the interaction between them.  Cashiers, who considered the checkout process a part of their job, were observed to develop strategies to maintain control of their encounters with customers.  In JStore, employees received a rather different message.  In a distinct step towards the cult of consumer, during a store-wide morning briefing session I attended, the Japanese store manager told the assembled staff, ‘the customers are our parents, they give us our salary.’ 

Korczynski (2002: 148) notes the widely held view of HRM advocates that when commitment and emotional labour are required rather than just compliance that ‘soft HRM policies will come to pervade front-line workplaces.’  However, evidence from JStore does not support this view.  The firm sought high levels of both compliance and commitment and utilised a combination of both hard and soft HRM techniques in pursuit of these aims.  Similarly, Fuller and Smith (1991: 3) argue that, ‘Quality service requires that workers rely on inner arsenals of affective and interpersonal skills, capabilities which cannot be successfully codified, standardized, or dissected into discrete components and set forth in a company handbook.’  Japanese expatriates would be unconvinced of this statement.  JStore did its utmost to codify and stipulate the behaviour required in detailed training manuals and the employee rulebook, with fines imposed for transgressions such as lateness.  The rulebook contained approximately three times more rules than that used in Japan.  Store managers attributed the need for extensive and detailed rules to different behaviour standards in Japan and China.  For example, rules such as those instructing employees not to spit and to pick up rubbish were seen as unnecessary in Japan, since employees would observe this behaviour without being instructed. 

JStore’s emphasis on customer service as a source of differentiation was even more marked than at DStore.  The firm’s chief executive in China described politeness to customers (daike de limao) as the key feature that would attract and retain customers.  Despite the large volume of customers, for example, employees were expected to bow and welcome each one.  The approach to customer service interactions was more prescriptive and detailed than DStore’s.  Correspondingly, training was more intensive and extensive, and also more likely to be provided by expatriates than by local staff.  Recruits appointed before store openings underwent three months training, with attention to company history, product knowledge, job content, dress and appearance, use of the ‘six polite phrases’, appropriate gestures and behaviour, and bowing.
  Training stressed the necessity for employees to abide by strict dress and behavioural codes and to show faultless, high levels of enthusiasm/warmth (reqing) and politeness to customers.  A checkout assistant remarked that, ‘customer service is very different at JStore.  The customer is never at fault.  Even if they’re wrong, you should always apologise.’  One employee recalled that, ‘during induction training we’re told two rules: Rule one, the customer is always right.  Rule two, when the customer is wrong please refer to rule one’; an echo across time and space from Philadelphia, via Tokyo to, in this case, Western China, of John Wanamaker’s slogan ‘the customer is always right’ (Benson 1986: 93).  

Correct customer service was reinforced in post-induction training.  A personnel officer remarked that, ‘we’re a training school (peixun xuexiao) since we need to keep training and to check constantly that employees are doing what they’re supposed to do.’  For instance, bowing and the ‘six polite phrases’ (such as ‘please wait a moment’, ‘I’m sorry’, ‘thank you’) were practiced and repeated every morning at store-wide and departmental briefing sessions.  As at DStore, role-plays were a common means of conveying customer-orientated values.  Following these sessions, the General Manager, his deputy, and three other Japanese managers along with six local staff acting as ‘greeters’ assembled by the store’s main door.  Forming two phalanxes, they waited for the door to open and bowed and repeated ‘Good morning, welcome to the store!’ to the day’s first customers.  Initially, it appears, Chinese customers had been rather startled by this welcome, but had now become accustomed to it.  Even with constant reinforcement, though, it was not always possible to maintain the high level of customer service that was expected.  A store manager observed that, ‘after a while employees sometimes leave the customers’ viewpoint and stand in the store’s (maichang) viewpoint.  They need to stay in the customers’ viewpoint.  We educate employees to stand in the customers’ viewpoint, and not be somebody who does business (zuo shengyi).’

Customer service interactions at JStore

To some extent the categories of customer-sales staff interactions at JStore overlapped with those at DStore.  The rhetoric of the customer as God was similar and, although it appeared rather weaker, the perception of customers as friends was also present.  For instance a customer assistant in the men’s clothing section explained that, ‘I treat customers like friends and then introduce the products.  In this way, you reduce the distance between yourself and the customers.’  Sales staff also remarked that some customers liked to visit the store every day and have a chat.  A meat section customer assistant was proud of the frequent customers (lao guke) who asked for him by name and who sought his recommendations and had him cut and prepare their meat.  The perception of employees as ‘experts’ was less evident.  These differences can be attributed to the reduced contact time per customer compared to DStore and the fact that the products were usually familiar to customers and required less explanation, although this depended on the section involved.  A women’s clothing section customer assistant, for instance, reported that customers asked many questions about products and added that, ‘when the customer comes to your area, you should introduce the products and then their desire to purchase (goumai yuwang) will be aroused.’  

Two categories that appeared more common at JStore were the notion of the customer as a guest or as a family member.  A housewares section customer assistant explained that if you showed politeness and warmth, including smiling, to customers that this would give them ‘a feeling of closeness (qinqiegan) as if they’re at home, like you’re their closest relatives.’  A checkout assistant remarked that, ‘some customers are prejudiced, they feel, “By coming here, I’m giving money to the Japanese.”  But they also feel that customer service is very good, so they feel very happy.  It gives customers a feeling as if they’re returning home (huijia de ganjue).’  As a children’s clothing section customer assistant described it, their customer service ensured that customers felt like, ‘a guest who feels they are at home (binzhi rugui de ganjue).’ 

Sales staff clearly found provision of this emotional labour exhausting.  However, although such labour was demanding and stressful, they took pride in providing what they considered the best customer service in the city.  Convinced of this superiority, they were well aware of both locally-owned and other foreign stores attempts to mimic their company’s customer service, and astute critics of their failure to live up to JStore’s high standards.  

Work on the checkout was particularly stressful; a situation exacerbated by high staff turnover that frequently left the section understaffed.  One checkout assistant, for instance, recalled that of fifty new recruits who had joined with him, just two were left.  Another assistant explained how seventeen new checkout staff had recently been recruited, of these seven left during training and of those who actually started, ‘some leave before you even know their name, you just see their face once and that’s it, you never see them again.’  Significantly, these roles were amongst the most Taylorised in the store and, like the cashiers described by Rafaeli (1989: 256, 267-9), also allowed the least space for meaningful interactions with customers or other employees.  In China, as in Israel, these factors appeared to contribute to the high rates of labour turnover.  

As at DStore, returns were a source of stress.  A deputy supervisor in the returns section remarked that some products could not be returned, such as underwear, and explained that, ‘if you stand in the other customers’ viewpoint you cannot return them.’  This quote indicates the elasticity and flexibility of the rhetoric of the customer; here it serves to differentiate one customer from another.  There was also an ongoing battle over the store’s plastic bags.  A checkout assistant described her experience of unreasonable customers: 

We control bags and packing.  To save costs we should not let the customer take too many bags.  Some customers ask us if they can have more bags so they can use them for rubbish bins.  They can be uncivilised (yeman); if we refuse to give them extra bags they say, ‘Japanese people are really mean!’.  Twice because of this I’ve been really upset by customers, they cursed me and said I was a Japanese running dog.  We do our best to satisfy their requests.  So we must both save the company’s costs and avoid complaints.  

This quote illustrates well the dual logics outlined by Korczynski (2002: 58-83) and also the thin line between them.  Korczynski uses the term the ‘customer-oriented bureaucracy’ to distinguish the dual, and potentially contradictory, logics at play in service work.  On the one hand, are the logics of routinisation and efficiency and, on the other hand, those of the customer and customer orientation.  Employees could be caught, as in this instance, between the conflicting demands of minimising cost and delivering high-quality customer service.  At times customers could also use the rhetoric of the customer against staff.  A cosmetics section assistant had encountered unreasonable customers who would complain that, ‘you’re not standing in my viewpoint’.  The rhetoric of the sovereign customer could also provide a resource to fall back on in what were often demanding and stressful jobs.  In a discussion on difficult customers, a housewares section deputy supervisor explained that, ‘you have to constantly remind yourself that the customer is always right.  Provided you keep this idea in your mind, you can stay here.  If I lost this, I would have to leave.’  

Discussion and conclusions

In the rhetoric of enterprise culture, the customer is king.  As master and sovereign the customer rules over all he (rarely she) surveys.  Service sector employees have been predicated as the subjects of this rhetorical claim to power.  This paper has explored the extent to which the rhetoric of the customer has been disseminated to the subsidiaries of multinational retail firms in China and with what consequences.  

The firms studied sought to transfer and implement their parent country visions of the consumer and of customer service.  These notions were underpinned by an array of HRM practices including workforce selection, training, discipline, and incentive strategies.  These strategies extended to schemes to train customers in the appropriate means to consume in these new consumption venues.  However, customers and sales staff remain deeply embedded in complex institutional and cultural contexts that defy such hegemonic projects.  The imported practices were understood and interpreted in accordance with local norms and patterns of behaviour.  

In both the Japanese and the UK-invested stores there was ample evidence of the transfer and implementation of practices that could involve the use of customers to play a part in the disciplining and control of employees; procedures that Fuller and Smith (1991) term consumer control or management by customers.  The rhetoric of the sovereign consumer was pervasive and reinforced through the selection and recruitment of those with customer-orientated values and subsequent socialisation.  If anything, this rhetoric was most pronounced at JStore, where the customer was said even to pay the salary.  There was also collection of customer feedback, although its potential for consumer control appeared weakened by cultural and institutional differences.  

The notion implicit in Fuller and Smith (1991) of a management/employee dichotomy is often inadequate to capture the complexity of these workplaces.  Managers of these modern chain stores, for instance, had less autonomy than their counterparts of earlier decades.  Benson (1986: 34) describes department store managers in early twentieth century America as enjoying a high degree of autonomy, and managing their stores as independent units even when they were part of a larger firm.  A century later this autonomy has been severely eroded, with store managers subject to a much greater range of controls.  New technology plays a part in this.  For instance, store managers were under constant pressure to maintain sales volumes, and the use of EPOS data fed directly into computer networks ensured that managers could compare real time sales of any product both against their store’s previous sales and competitor sister stores.
  In many respects it is possible to speak of a proletarianisation of quite senior staff in the retail sector.  Part of this diminution of status includes the way in which managers were expected to regularly patrol the shopfloor, a practice that enhanced managerial surveillance of sales staff.  

Even if workers were objectively subject to a degree of management by customers, subjectively they appeared relatively unconcerned by this.  Consumer control paled in comparison with more ‘traditional’ visible and direct methods of control.  Employees had to abide by objective and readily enforced means of control such as dress codes and time cards for clocking on and off.  There were also positive sanctions such as financial incentives and promotion.  Where encouragement failed various sanctions could be imposed.  For instance, as in US department stores up to the 1930s (Benson 1986: 194), fines were imposed for lateness.  Korczynski (2002: 124) notes the difficulty for one supervisor to observe the labour process of several workers at the same time.  However, at JStore and DStore, monitoring by supervisors was substantial.  Moreover, as noted above, unlike SOE managers or their earlier counterparts in the US, managers in foreign-invested stores regularly patrolled the shopfloor.  A piece of Chinese rhyming doggerel advises: ‘do not fear the county official, fear only the person who is actually in charge’ (bu pa xianguan, jiu pa xian guan).  In the same way, even though their employers might seek to inculcate consumer control, Chinese retail employees were in no way mystified as to the source of power and authority, this lay with their superiors in the firm’s hierarchy.  

In the scale of things, the rhetoric of the sovereign customer appeared quite positive for sales staff.  Chinese retail store employees, like their counterparts around the world (Benson 1986: 216; Rafaeli 1989: 259), were often attracted by the opportunities to interact with other people.  Additionally, firms actively sought to recruit those with such personalities and to develop further the skills involved.  Time and again in the interviews, as in other service work contexts (Tolich 1993: 368; Korczynski 2002: 76-7; 94-5), interaction with customers and playing an active part in ensuring customers’ satisfaction were key elements that brought employees both pride and pleasure.  A typical comment was one made by a deputy supervisor in DStore’s decorative materials and lighting department that, ‘the greatest sense of achievement comes from when a customer arrives knowing nothing and through my explanation they buy something and are happy.’  Indeed, as Korczynski (2002: 155) points out, a key frustration for front-line workers is when their job is structured in such a way that workers are unable to deliver the form of emotional labour they would like to.  Such a disjuncture was evident among cashiers at JStore, where the time and space available for interaction with both colleagues and customers was most attenuated.  The lack of potential to engage in meaningful social interaction may be closely related with their high turnover rate and indicates limits to the proliferation of deskilled McJobs predicted by Ritzer (1993).  

If we return to the comments on ‘God’ in Chinese society it is tempting to note that traditionally in China the spirit world is perceived as a parallel universe replete with familiar figures of the earthly world, officials that need bribing, for instance (Wolf 1974).  In the same way, relations with customers are a microcosm of human relations outside the workplace; trust, for instance, must be built in similar ways.  Retail employees’ encounters with customers were socially embedded, and there was much evidence of the ways in which both parties sought to create or at least replicate generally understood, valued and accepted categories of interaction.  The relationships developed or imputed at DStore, appeared generally to have more ‘depth’ than those at JStore.  However, in both firms, the creation of meaningful relationships was common and significant.  Differences between the relationships with customers in DStore and JStore were dependent upon a range of factors such as: differences in job roles; extent of consumers existing knowledge about products; the cost of products and their relative importance to the customer’s life project; the time available per sale/duration of customer contact; company policy with regard to transactions; nationality of the store’s ownership, and the gender, age, and social status of customers vis-à-vis employees. 

Management by customers can be implemented in various ways, and these might parallel wider distinctions between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ HRM.  Indeed, the harsh and tyrannical imposition of consumer control would surely alienate employees just as effectively as any other HRM practices similarly imposed.  In the same way as Tolich (1993) explores Hochschild’s notion of emotional labour and distinguishes alienating and non-alienating displays of emotional labour, so management by customers might be both alienating and non-alienating.  Employees with a strong customer-orientation were likely to welcome this focus.  It could also be that the rhetoric of the sovereign customer provided staff with a psychological ‘safe haven’ in stressful encounters with customers.  This dimension was most evident at JStore where many roles were intrinsically more stressful and the unpleasantness of encounters with unreasonable customers was exacerbated occasionally by the widespread prejudice against Japan.  Additionally, when the rhetoric of the sovereign consumer drenches an organisation, employees inevitably start to ‘play the game’, and to vocalise their demands in terms of providing better customer service.  It is, though, a moot point whether these demands differ in substance as result.  As a final resort, employment in foreign-invested enterprises enhanced employees’ market value, and the ‘quit option’ was a potent threat especially given that the firms’ expansion plans were predicated on strong internal labour markets.  

In the retail sector the presence of a third party, the customer, constitutes an essential element in the labour process.  The two-way interaction between workers and managers that is familiar in manufacturing firms becomes a complex triangle of sales staff, managers, and customers (Benson 1986: 6).  The potential relationships involved are more fluid and unstable than Fuller and Smith (1991) appear to envisage.  Benson’s (1986: 284) depiction of these relationships as involving ‘shifting coalitions’ captures well the inherent complexities, ambiguities, contradictions and shifting balances of power including in ways that Benson herself does not articulate.  

A range of potential coalitions was possible in the customer-sales staff-management triangle of fluid and shifting allegiances.  Firstly, sales staff might ally against other sales staff, as in the case of departmental rivalries.  This did not appear to be a major issue at JStore or DStore, but is well documented in the literature (Benson 1986: 242-7).  Secondly, customers and sales staff could unite against management.  This could include incidents where staff might tell customers, ‘we would like to do this but management/the company would not allow this’.  Such a defence might, of course, be welcomed by sales staff as providing protection for themselves.  Thirdly, customers and management might ally against sales staff.  This formation could derive from customer complaints about service.  

In a fourth coalition, management and sales staff might ally against customers.  Rhetoric aside, management were ambiguous about employees always standing in the customers’ shoes, as demonstrated in the conflicts that could occur over returns and the vexed problem of plastic bags at JStore.  It might also involve management appearing to be on the customers’ side but actually supporting sales staff, for example, in incidents when a customer demands that an assistant apologise when they are not at fault.  A checkout assistant at JStore described how a customer had reported her to the store’s customer relations section for being impolite.  After an investigation, the assistant was found to have acted properly.  To placate the customer, the checkout supervisor told them that the assistant’s bonus had been cut, ‘to fool them’.  The customer then demanded that the assistant apologise.  Greatly upset by this demand, the assistant only gave an apology after her supervisor had told her that, ‘I should do it to represent the company and not for myself.’  

Finally, customers and sales staff might ally against other customers.  This allegiance could involve staff standing in the shoes of disembodied customers, in cases where embodied customers seek to act in ways that would be to detrimental to other customers.  An assistant at JStore’s fast food restaurant recalled an occasion when a customer had pushed to the front of the queue: ‘When I didn’t take his cash, he cursed me and said, “why don’t you take my cash”, and complained that JStore’s customer service was no good.  The supervisor came over and took his payment.  The other customers felt sorry for me and said that it was okay to take his cash first.’  Korczynski (2002: 129) argues that managers will prefer workers to identify with a collective, disembodied concept of the customer in order to increase efficiency, whereas front-line workers ‘may be more likely to identify with embodied individual customers, because interactions with specific customers are an important arena for meaning and satisfaction within the work.’  This might generally be the case, but sales staff might identify with disembodied customers when faced with difficult and unreasonable embodied customers.  If these Chinese interactive service workers were not afraid of metaphysical abstractions such as ‘the consumer’, awkward and troublesome embodied customers were a source of heartache and concern.  

Gabriel and Lang (1995: 174) observe how both Marx and Simmel perceived the cash nexus to dissolve social bonds, ‘the former to criticize it as the root of alienation under capitalism, the latter to praise it as the liberation from the fetters of the gift economy’.  A key finding in this paper is the extent to which customers and sales staff frequently sought to re-embed these exchanges in social relations and to bring in at least a weak or surrogate version of meaningful social bonds.  The need for reassurance based upon particularistic trust was especially important when consumers were making purchases that were important to their life project, as in home decoration.  In part, at least, customers’ urge to develop a relationship with interactive service workers appears to reflect insufficient trust in systems.  In risky situations in ‘weak institutional environments, where the formal rules of economic interaction are vague or non-existent’ (Guthrie 2002: 37), individuals sought reassurance in particularistic relationships.  From the known they might then extrapolate to the unknown.  This absence of trust was also reflected in employees’ frequent refrain on the efficacy of word-of-mouth in attracting customers to the stores.  

This paper has indicated some of the mechanisms whereby trust in systems can develop (Giddens 1991).  Trust in firms was created through a combination of systems, such as returns policies, and particularistic bases of trust developed through interaction with individual sales staff.  In both cases, the creation of systemic trust in the firms was mediated through and dependent upon the individual sales staff encountered by customers.  At DStore, correct product knowledge and evidence of sales staffs’ expertise and friendship were crucial.  At JStore, these factors were also important, but the repeated performance of routinised high quality customer service was another key to the development of trust.  Gradually, as more and more individual customers ‘learn’ that it is alright to trust the system, this reaches a ‘tipping point’ where particularistic trust, trust in individuals, becomes converted or distilled into reputation or systemic trust, trust in systems.  The process involved is analogous to Weber’s thesis of charisma replaced by bureaucracy.  This transformation also parallel shifts noted by Guthrie (1999, 2002), who found that as the Chinese state has constructed rational legal systems to govern the economy and society so guanxi has declined in significance.  Similarly, Wank (2002) found that from the late 1980s, entrepreneurs in southern China increasingly relied upon reputation rather than guanxi practice for influencing officials.  Where guanxi practice is a reactive lower order tactic, a weapon of the weak, and linked to dyadic judgements and qualities of particular persons, reputation is strategic and public.  

This paper has led us far from the abstract, one-dimensional and atomised figure of ‘the consumer’, and presented a diverse array of embodied customers engaged in interactions with sales staff.  The findings highlight the productive capacity inherent in the interaction between global capitalism and local contexts; these encounters ‘bring new homogeneity, but equally spawn new heterogeneity’ (Miller 1997: 15).  Comparison between UK- and Japanese-invested firms has demonstrated the extent to which shopping might be ‘divided into a series of “genres”, each of which lends itself to distinct forms of social relations and symbolic systems’ (Miller 1997: 301).  Indeed, it would be quite possible to produce a richly nuanced ethnographic account of different styles of shopping, modes of customer service interaction, and diverse labour processes even within a single store.

Gabriel and Lang (1995: 117-136) outline representations of the consumer as victim.  From this perspective third world consumers are perceived to be particularly vulnerable.  This approach seems uncomfortably lodged between humanistic concern and a nouveaux orientalism.  In the workplaces examined in this paper, there was scant evidence of consumers as ‘dupes’ or victims.  Neither consumers nor workers in this developing world context were victims of globalisation, nor were they powerless in the face of the steamrollering influence of multinational corporations.  To perceive these actors as innocent victims of a rampant multinational capitalist hegemony would be a gross distortion.  As customers in foreign-owned retail stores Chinese citizens readily, sometimes even aggressively, asserted their rights as consumers, even if this included the right to be naïve and unknowing ‘students’ seeking explanations and reassurance. 

In China, at least, the consumer-citizen appears increasingly distant from the ‘timid figure at the borders of contemporary consumption’ depicted by Gabriel and Lang (1995: 186, 173-84).  Chinese consumers’ increased trust in stores as systems which provide goods of requisite quality seems no bad thing.  Moreover, the higher standards and expectations of local consumers in foreign-invested stores provides a fertile basis for the strengthening of notions of the consumer as citizen.  People’s assertion of the right to consume goods and customer service of increasingly improved quality and to demand accountability from firms might have analogies in the political sphere.  If you can go to a store and demand to change or return a product then why not a government?  It is from just such quotidian encounters that deep-rooted social changes may develop; the relationship between multinational retail stores and emergent civil society in China is a topic that seems worthy of further research. 
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� Between 1958-95, for instance, a total of 95 Japanese retail firms made retail investments in East Asia (Davies and Ferguson 1995: 105).


� Pseudonyms are used for the firms included in this research. 


� The company began operations in Taiwan in 1995, and this expatriate had worked there for several months.


� These tactics for dealing with customers were familiar in pre-1940 US department stores.  Benson (1986: 261, 268) describes how employees might put unruly customers in their place by indifference, rudeness, or withholding either knowledge about merchandise or withholding the merchandise itself.  For further strategies of control by service workers see Weatherly and Tansik (1992) and Rafaeli (1989: 262-5).


� This title is inspired by the quote in Benson (1986: 258) from an employee who describes customers as ‘our friend the enemy’; it reflects well the ambiguity and ambivalence in the relationship between customers and employees. 


� Recruits who joined after store openings usually received one week’s training.


� In Tokyo an executive at JStore’s headquarters explained that at the company’s regular weekly meeting in Tokyo of all store managers, those with the lowest sales in the previous week were placed in seats nearest the President at the front of the meeting room! 





