Communication tools should build business
By Stephen Rhodes
Do you remember when the facsimile machine was the communication tool of choice? Or the letter or telephone? Life was simpler then. 
Technology has revolutionized communication, and not all of it for the better.
You don’t need expensive printing presses to publish your view of the world - a $1,000 computer and some specialized software is your gateway to the universe. Desktop publishing is changing the way we communicate with clients.
One of my clients was recently unplugged for a week. No email, no internet. It’s difficult to imagine why this might be traumatic - until it happens to you. Business almost grinds to a halt. People start to call, albeit reluctantly, wondering what’s wrong.
We have developed a reliance on electronic communication, so much so that picking up a telephone, assuming you can actually get a human being on the end of the line, is such an intensely stimulating experience that we avoid it at all costs. Or maybe it is because we seldom get to talk to a real person.
Email is easy.  It doesn’t require the prerequisite chat about family, pets, mutual friends or the perfunctory inquiries about how business is going. It doesn’t talk back and it doesn’t get mad. It’s an efficient way to communicate if used properly.
On the scale of convenience, email has a leg up on voicemail.

Is there a more annoying invention than voicemail? Do companies actually think their customers want to be interrogated with 30 questions before they have a chance of talking to a human being – and that’s only if you know how to spell their name in the company directory. 
And why is it service companies seem to be worse than anyone else?

First contact is so important for business. I wonder how many people give up after five minutes of frantic fingering through the entrails of a company’s voicemail system. You know things are bad when you end up in the dreaded general mailbox – that bottomless pit of telephone technology.
I understand the economics. Telephone receptionists are expensive people to keep around. They require benefits. They get sick, take vacations and have other annoying habits. They also provide a lifeline to your business.
Is there a company president out there, anywhere, who thinks their customers would prefer to talk to a machine over a human being  - who provides a warm and inviting greeting and directs you, with dispatch, to the very person you want to talk to. 
Voicemail should not be a company’s first contact with its customers. I recognize some small businesses have no choice.. But I am surprised by how many large companies have voicemail systems answering their telephone.
Have you ever tried to call the telephone company for instance? 
The annoying part is the presumption companies make, that you know who you want to talk to. You might want to talk to someone about a warranty or a defective product - but unless the programmer anticipated your request, you are left punching buttons until paralysis sets in. Have you ever reached the end of a long list of menu choices and been forced to go back to the beginning and start again because you didn’t hear what you were looking for?
We seem to be building walls between our businesses and our customers. Email and voicemail are powerful communication tools if used effectively. They allow busy people to keep in touch, exchange information and conduct business. But too often these tools are used to screen and not invite business.
It is possible today to be available 24/7 with email, cell phones, PDAs (personal digital assistants like Palm Pilots and such) and text message services. But communication is first and best when two people meet face to face. There is less chance of misunderstanding. There is not only an intellectual exchange but also an emotional one.

All these high-tech gizmos are there to help bring about that exchange - not prevent it.

