
I'm A Glutton For Punishment 
In October my wife Patty and I went to Europe for two weeks.  The idea for the trip started about eight 
months ago with my daughter Jenny emailing me and pointing out that the Seattle Seahawks were 
playing in London and suggesting we go - on dad's dime of course.   

While we're Seahawk season ticket holders, we're not that big of fans but Patty and I had never been to 
England so we thought. "Why not, we'd love to see that part of the world." 

To shorten the story, Jenny and her husband didn't go, Patty and I watched the Seahawk game from a 
pub in London and we had a wonderful time in Ireland, Scotland and England.  

If you've been with me for a while I bet you know exactly who my travel horror story is going to be 
about... but you might be surprised at the praise I'm going to give them also. 

Yes, you guessed it United Airlines.  We put a pot-load of business expenses on our credit cards every 
month and divert our purchase between Alaska Airlines, United Airlines and Disney cards to make sure 
we don't pay for Disney vacations or flights with real money.  I know it is real money because I could get 
a cash back card but I like to fool myself. 

We booked the trip about six months prior to going.  When you book with miles you need to choose 
from the itineraries they give you.  Originally our flights were Seattle  Chicago  Toronto  Dublin, 
Ireland.  I was concerned about a tight connection in Chicago.  But, I looked at flights and saw we had a 
long layover in Toronto, and I saw that if we missed the connection in Chicago, United and their partner 
airlines, had five other flights that would get us to Toronto in time to make our flight. 

A month before we left, I pulled up our flights and found that United had changed them.  We were now 
Seattle  Newark  Toronto  Dublin with short connections in both Newark and Toronto.  In 
addition, Seattle had one runaway down for repairs so they are having more delays than normal. 

I called United and explained my concerns and was told by a very nice person that our flights had 
connection times that were within United’s guidelines and she could do nothing to help me.   

I’ll divert a bit here.  United could easily fix this stupid “policy.”  Like I said, this agent was very nice.  She 
understood that I made my original plans anticipating a delay that might make us miss a flight starting 
an special and expensive vacation.  Including connecting flights, that we would have been happy to take, 
there were DOZENS of options that would have gotten us to Chicago and then to Toronto with plenty of 
time to spare if the agent had been empowered to listen and make a common sense decision. 

Our flight left Seattle an hour late so we missed our connection in Newark.  I’ve learned when you have 
a connection problem that you want to get on the phone with reservations while you stand in line at the 
customer service counter.  As I expected, I got an agent on the phone while was waiting in line. 

I told her my immediate problem, getting to Dublin ASAP.  Rooms were already paid for and we only had 
three days in Dublin.  While she was looking for options I told her the entire story of me trying to change 
this stupid itinerary before it became a problem.   



She originally said she could get us into Dublin late the next night, a day and a half late, and we would be 
in coach.  Our tickets across the Atlantic were business class.  I told her that sucked, we would miss a 
day and a half of only three days in Dublin and we were going to get middle seats in coach.   

I could tell by her voice that she was empathetic to our situation.  She heard my story and understood 
that the airline let me down.  I don’t know what she did, or who she talked with, it took considerable 
time, but she came back with an itinerary that got us to Dublin one day late, rather than a day and a half 
and she got us back in business class from Toronto to Dublin… and she had a pleasant surprise for us, 
she got us first class from Newark to Chicago.  Originally, we only had business class across the pond and 
coach within North America. 

 

The lessons here: 

1. Notice that I wrote, “I could tell by her voice that she was sympathetic to our situation.” Yes empathy 
comes across over the phone.  Be sure your team understands this and answers the phone with a smile 
and ALWAYS gives the person on the other end of the phone their complete attention. 

2. Believe it or not, things are getting better at United Airlines.  Five years ago I wrote that United 
employees acted like they were doing you a favor by serving you water.  I seldom get that impression 
now.  Everyone I dealt with was very nice, listened well and I felt truly tried to help us.  This was not only 
the agents but in the lounges.  Since we were business class flying international, we had access to United 
Polaris lounges.  They are really nice, especially in Newark.  With our messed up itineraries we were in 
those lounges for many hours.  They were nice and so was the staff.   

3.  United still has unbelievably stupid policies.  Not allowing agents to use common sense and change 
asinine schedules generated automatically by computer is just plain stupid.  The lesson for you, “Don’t 
be stupid!”  Create customer focused Make-You-Happy Job Requirements and make sure your staff 
knows they are empowered to take care of the customer if the Job Requirement doesn’t.  Make sure 
every team member understands this statement at the bottom of every Make-You-Happy Job 
Requirement. 

“This Make-You-Happy Job Requirement is designed to insure we meet or exceed client and internal 
customer expectations.  Perform exactly like the requirement unless you find it does not meet or exceed 
client and internal customer expectations.  If you find it no longer meets or exceeds expectations, take 
care of the client or internal customer.  Then, you are responsible for helping to change it to what we 
and our clients and/or internal customers need.” 

 

Thousands of businesses around the world use Keith’s customer service secrets as the 
foundation of their exceptional customer service.   Keith Lee is the author of two 
acclaimed customer service books, Out-Nordstrom Nordstrom, Creating the World’s 
Best Customer Service and his newest book, The Happy Customer Handbook, 59 
Secrets to Creating Happy Customers Who Come Back Time and Time Again and 
Enthusiastically Tell Others About You.  To get a FREE copy of The Happy Customer 
Handbook go to www.TheHappyCustomerHandbook.com. 

http://www.thehappycustomerhandbook.com/

