Bad Buddy 
by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA – Language does matter. Yesterday, the use of an inappropriate word cost a local company an opportunity to close a $6000 deal.  It was a totally avoidable situation.

First some background.  About a week ago, I realized that the air conditioning in our home was not working.  I had detected a whiff of an unusual odor while working in my basement perhaps two hours earlier.  It was not the typical smell of burning electrical insulation, but it was similar.  Being an optimist, I discounted the incident and continued working at my computer.  Because the basement is mostly underground and well-insulated, there was no noticeable change in room temperature while I was at work, but, as soon as I went upstairs, I noticed that it was considerably warmer.  The outside air was at 92 degrees, and the inside was now at 82, - four full degrees higher than the setting.  I immediately checked the outside A/C unit, and it was going full blast, but, as soon as I went to one of the room registers where no air was moving, I knew that we definitely had a problem.  The blower motor in the furnace which moves the cool air provided by the A/C unit was obviously not working.

The good news was that my family was in North Carolina for the week, and our only house guest was my cousin from Indiana who would be leaving the next day.  So I called an A/C repair company and decided to “rough it” without air conditioning, just as I had for the first 25 years of my life.  However, none of those 25 years was spent in a mid-Atlantic coastal area during the height of the summer, where the humidity often approaches the temperature.
The A/C repair person came the following day, and soon informed me that the furnace itself should probably be replaced.  What followed over the next several days were additional visits by other companies to confirm for me the distressing diagnosis of replacement.  Estimates ranged from $5000 to $12,000, depending on the Mercedes-like nature of the new equipment.  
All of the A/C technicians/sales personnel were polite and factual – except for one.  He was perhaps 30 years old, and kept calling me “Buddy.”   As in, “Where’s your unit, Buddy?” and “You want to take a look at this, Buddy?”

Well, the use of this language when speaking to a potential customer who is at least 30 years senior is a total non-starter when attempting to close a sale, or even to impress someone that you are a competent, qualified repairman.  I thanked this fellow for coming, and asked him to leave.  The next day I called his company and, in a very polite manner, explained what had taken place, and encouraged them to do some in-house training.  The gentleman to whom I spoke on the phone was exceptionally polite, apologetic, and ensured me that they would take some corrective action.
I relate this incident because I preach the importance of language to my Physics students on an almost daily basis.  From day one of class in the fall, I will not allow them to use the word, “Yeah,” at any time, and particularly in response to a question from an adult.  It is a habit which is very difficult for most to break.  I explain that it is very important not to use “Yeah” in any interview situation when replying to a question, and that they can break this habit.  Surprisingly, by the end of the first semester, I no longer hear the word in any situation in my class, even in talk amongst students.  
I often receive feedback from former students who remark to me how important this “loss of the Yeah word” has been to their successful interviews and careers in business.  They also tell me that their ears are now trained/conditioned to pick up the word when used by others, and that they understand why I was so determined to teach them to avoid the word.  

I am certain that there may be other words which are offensive to other people, but it will be up to them to confront that issue.  Perhaps, if we have the necessary persistence and will, civilization can be reclaimed one word at a time.

I thought you might like to know.
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