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Abstract: This paper explores the extent to which the rhetofithe sovereign consumer and the
use of the customer as a device of managerial @dmwve been transferred to the subsidiaries of
multinational retail firms operating in China. Bdsepon data drawn from over two hundred
interviews conducted at UK and Japanese multinalsstores, in this rapidly internationalising
context it was evident that the notion of the seiggr consumer was ubiquitous and procedures
designed to inculcate management by customers rsuacer control had been implemented.
However, it was equally apparent that the rhetofithe consumer not only served managerial
ends, but also provided a rich and fertile resodioceshopfloor workers. Meaningful, socially
embedded relationships could also play a crucial irotransactions. Moreover, with respect to
discipline and control, employees were fully awtrat power lay with their managers, rather
than disembodied consumers or even actual customers
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THE RHETORIC OF THE CONSUMER AND CUSTOMER CONTROL I N CHINA

Not only in business, but also in contexts as dweas politics, health care and education the
rhetoric of the sovereign consumer has become pes/an Western societies (Kesttal 1994).
The dissemination of this notion received impetud @tality with the rise to dominance of neo-
liberal economics in the United States and Britairthe 1980s and is closely entwined with
characterisations of the consumer as a rationatjmising individual. Ensuing the spread and
increasing hegemony of this notion, researchemryasted in customer-orientated workplaces
have adumbrated the extent to which the rhetorithefconsumer is utilised by management,
both to reinforce and ‘mystify’ their control ovarorkers. Despite this theoretical inclination,
few studies have explored these practices in astagdplaces.

This paper contributes to this debate through amimral study of foreign subsidiary
retailers in China. In pre-reform China, consumptizwwas downplayed and constrained.
Production focussed upon heavy industry rather ttmarsumer durables, incomes were low and
egalitarian, product range was limited and purchasen required ration coupons. Meanwhile
the prevailing ideology valorised the productiverkes as hero, while excess consumption was
considered wasteful and even politically suspeeni@e 2003a: 140-1). Thus focus upon China
also provides the opportunity to explore the extentvhich such concepts have taken root as
long-term structural changes transform that nafrem a producer-orientated economy to a
consumer-orientated society. Additionally, study @hina enables exploration of how
management by customers might operate differenthovel institutional and cultural contexts.

Control in Customer-Orientated Workplaces

In service industry environments the provision oélify service work is considered essential to
attract and retain customers (Schlesinger and Hes881). Concurrently, management seeks to
monitor and control the performance of each emm@dgeensure that they provide service of the
appropriate quality in the most efficient manneew®ll 1998). Obtrusive bureaucratic controls

would, though, undermine employees’ readiness awige consistently ‘a good-natured, helpful
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and friendly attitude toward customers’ (Fuller &miith 1991: 3). Additionally, as a Japanese
store manager interviewed for this paper expressetif the employees are unhappy, the
customers will not come.’

The public nature of retailing also precludes lyslaanded approaches to the control of
interactive service workers (Benson 1986). In asitto manufacturing operations, where the
customer is distant and generally cannot view thigolir process involved, retailing is a
relatively public spectacle. An unduly harsh mamaget style could create adverse reaction
amongst customers. Additionally, the relativelypdissed nature of employees in retail stores,
compared to a production line, can make it diffianl practical terms for managers to exert
detailed control over them.

In response to the dilemmas involved managersuah £nvironments have turned to
‘cultural solutions’ to bolster and complement kaweratic and technical controls (Kunda 1992;
Rosenthal 2004). Du Gay and Salaman (1992) and By (6996), for instance, explore the
pervasive notion of ‘consumer sovereignty’ and arthat the customer is increasingly used as a
key source of legitimacy within organisations. Tagproach has particular resonance in service
industries where the figure of the rhetorical costo collides with their corporeal, embodied
counterparts. Moreover, customers constitute ndy timee most numerous witnesses on the
shopfloor, but are often the closest and most aobservers of interactive service workers’
performance (Rafaeli 1989).

Fuller and Smith (1991) delineate mechanisms tjitowhich managers have sought to
implicate these extra eyes and ears in the laboageps. They argue that firms increasingly
utilise consumer feedback to manage employeespproach they term consumer control or
management by customers. They identify three categof mechanism for gathering customer
feedback: company-instigated, company-encouragetl @rstomer-instigated. Examples of
company-instigated feedback include focus groupktha use of mystery shoppers, individuals
employed by management to pose anonymously asncesio Company-encouraged feedback
includes use of comment cards and customer-initiaechanisms include unsolicited phone
calls or letters from customers. Feedback aboutitpemployees derived from customers is
utilised in employees’ evaluation and disciplineneTideal is that workers internalise the
appropriate customer-orientated values so that gemant by customers contributes to
‘continuous, unobtrusive control systems’ (14). tms way, management ‘achieve control
withoutappearingto control’ (Sewell 1998: 403).

Fuller and Smith (1991: 11) outline three implicas of this approach to control. Firstly,
‘consumers’ reports broadenanagerialpower, augmenting it witkustomerpower. Conflicts
between employers and employees may thus be rédcbedtas conflicts between employees
and customers.’” Secondly, ‘customer management mmae organizational power a constant
yet elusive presence. The fact that customers paligncan evaluate the service interaction at
any time may serve as a continuous, though in@sibheck on service workers’ interactions
with the public.” Thirdly, ‘customer management nraystify power by enveloping managerial
practice in a mantle of objective, rigorously accilsted and analyzed data.’

Although Peccei and Rosenthal (2000) suggest tlmakexvs are broadly positive towards
interventions designed to instil customer-orierdatdtitudes and behaviours most accounts
emphasise the malign effects of cultural approgchvél workers portrayed as either docile or
exhausted and emotionally drained (Rosenthal 20@ile Du Gay and Salaman take a
measured stance, arguing that these new forms wofratoare not more oppressive than
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traditional bureaucratic and technical forms bt ‘appressive in new ways’ (1992: 621), other
writers are less cautious. Gabriel observes a terydé view cultural controls as having an
overwhelming efficacy and to constitute ‘pervasoantrols that colonize the individual from
within’ (1999: 185). Typically, space for resistandet alone the potential for pleasurable or
fulfiling moments in the workplace, is perceived #acking (Bolton and Boyd 2003).
Overburdened and overwrought, emotional labourees eun the risk of alienation from one’s
‘true self’ (Hochschild 1983).

It is possible, however, to raise criticisms oé thotion of consumer control. One may
start by questioning its novelty. Use of the custote enhance control and discipline in service
sector workplaces is not unique to the contempasemyd. Benson (1986: 156-8) cites examples
of consumer control in 1930s American departmenriest This included the practice of service
shopping in which undercover employees posed a®mess and reported on the service they
received. Moreover, this approach was far from tnsive, ‘service shopping impressed
workers with their subordinate status and theissbesdistrust of them’ (ibid.: 158).

More generally, Gabriel criticises the tendency nrany contemporary accounts to
generate images of individuals, organisations andietes that are ‘overmanaged and
overcontrolled’ (1999: 198). Rosenthal (2004) atlist workers can use management’'s own
attempts at bureaucratic, technical and normatagailation to further their own control and
influence over managers and customers. SimilarlpltoB and Boyd (2003) critique
Hochschild’s approach to emotional labour for theyvit excludes space for the expression of
private emotions in the work environment.

The perspectives delineated by Du Gay and Salgi@®?) and Du Gay (1996) have
also been criticised for their weak empirical urpilening (Korczynski 2002). Fuller and Smith’s
(1991) data too, as the authors acknowledge, isetksolely from managerial informants. Over
a decade later, Rosenthal observes that phenonggcedloworkplace level accounts of
dimensions such as employees’ experiences of carsaontrol are still ‘largely missing in
contemporary critical analyses’ (2004: 602). Thapgr seeks to provide such an account.
Moreover, the focus is on just the non-professi¢eralotional proletariat’ Rosenthal describes as
‘understudied’ (ibid.: 603).

Despite these criticisms, writers on ‘cultural’nt@ls do articulate more concerted and
integrated attempts by companies to reify the sagarconsumer and to imbricate and utilise
customer feedback in the labour process. Moredhese developments are extending beyond
Western economies (Sturdy 2001). Stearns (20018reés the globalisation of ‘the consumer
apparatus’ as many retail firms extend their preseoverseas: the rhetoric of the consumer
might be taken as a significant dimension of tresid. As the world’s largest and most rapidly
developing market, China is arguably the most irtgoarof ‘the new terrains of consumerism’
(Gabriel and Lang 1995: 20) and a key target fonynaultinational retailers (Dawsoet al
2003).

This paper, then, explores three main questiomstly;ito what extent have the rhetoric of the
sovereign consumer and measures designed to impleroetrol by customers been transferred
to China? Secondly, how does consumer control tpémgpractice in the retail sector? Thirdly,
investigation of this topic in a non-Western comtp&rmits exploration of the degree to which
management by customers might play out differentlynovel institutional and cultural
environments. In-depth anthropological accountgrofhdicate how indigenous peoples make
their own sense of imported ‘global’ products (Mill1997; Watson 1997). If the practice of
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consumer control were transferred overseas by matibnals, it might be subject to similar
transformations. This paper seeks to answer thesstiqns by focusing on Chinese interactive
service workers at Japanese and UK subsidiary famastheir encounters with actual embodied
customers.

Research Sites and Methodology

In Western contexts the service sector is no lorigerpoor relation in the study of human
resource management (e.g. Stumtyal 2001; Korczynski 2002; Deery and Kinnie 2004),
including a few excellent workplace centred accsufd.g. Leidner 1993). The burgeoning
literature on HRM in China has, though, paid litiéention to the service sector (although see
Gamble 2003b, 2006a, 2006b). This neglect, perimajisative of the perception of China as the
‘world’s factory’, overlooks the rapid rise of theervice sector, including retailing, in that
country. Foreign companies have only been alloweplatticipate in China’s retail sector since
1992. Despite this, by June 2004, there were ajr@é8 foreign-funded distribution enterprises
operating 4,502 stores in China (China News, 25Z81%). This internationalisation is likely to
increase. Under China’s World Trade Organisatiocession agreement its retail sector was
further opened to foreign entrants in December 2004 rapid development of a highly
competitive retail market has been paralleled &y émergence of a vigorous and re-energised
consumerism.

Research at four stores owned by the British mafitbnal retailer, ‘UK-Store’, was
undertaken in two Chinese cities in 1999, 200022&@d 2003. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with a cross-section of 140 local emmseyand expatriate staff. Research at the
Japanese-owned firm, ‘J-Store’, was carried o202, 2003 and 2004 at three stores in two
different cities: 67 semi-structured interviews weronducted with local and expatriate staff.
Both firms had an explicit strategy to replicatechssely as possible their parent country HRM
practices and customer service. Interviewees welected from a range of departments and
every level in firms’ hierarchy. While not a natispeaker, the author’s facility in Chinese
permitted interviews with employees to be conducted one-to-one basis without a translator.
Interviews were transcribed directly, without tapeording, to enhance interviewees’ readiness
to talk openly.

The data for this paper derives from a broaderegtoihat focuses on the transfer of
organisational practices by UK and Japanese mitittima retailers in China (see
Acknowledgement). The specific topic developed hdegived in an inductive fashion as
employees were asked to elaborate upon their oiterss with customers, methods of
persuading customers to purchase goods, the tdoticand impact of dealing with difficult
customers and so forth. Open-ended questions allosveployees to elaborate upon their
experiences rather than impose the researcherdgbeemined categories. Repeat visits and use
of the target language, without the presence ardlatien of an interpreter, helped to develop a
basis of trust. The author also has extensive resexperience in China, including long-term
anthropological study (Gamble 2003a), and is dterbody language and speech patterns that
indicate reluctance to speak openly. In practicestnemployees displayed a willingness to talk
frankly about their work, including dimensions thaduld have created problems for them if
revealed to their superiors.



The Rhetoric of the Consumer at UK-Store

The customer is king and the king can do whategawrdints (UK-Store, Store Manager).

In June 1999, a British multinational retail firnpemed its first mainland China decorative
materials warehouse store, UK-Store, in Shanghgi2@05, the firm operated 50 stores in
various cities. Customer service was perceived dsey factor that attracted customers.
Employees with work experience in state-owned sta@ensidered UK-Store’s approach to be
different. whereas it was ‘customer-orientated’ ithieermer workplaces were ‘employee-
orientated’. A building materials department assistformerly employed in a state department
store, commented that it had been ‘the old sty&ing from the big potchi daguofan- a
synonym for a poor work ethic), not going out oluyavay to help customers. We didn’t stress
customer service like we do here.” Customers’ etqigms with regard to service appeared to be
rising steeply. A store manager observed that ‘€mencustomers used to be concerned only
about price, now they want customer service anpexs They want it to be, “I'm your owner,
you do something for me”.” A receiving section siyisor remarked astringently ‘in China, if
somebody spends ogaan they want one thousarydanworth of service.’

UK-Store introduced various procedures that caoNdlve the cooption of customers to
discipline and control employees. Stores providestamer feedback forms and, since
individuals’ names appeared on their uniforms, Hgecemployees could readily be
distinguished. . At one Shanghai UK-Store, an ayeraf 25 forms was received each week.
However, most related to products, while those deduon service issues contained more
positive than negative feedback, with fewer comptathan in a comparable UK store. In part,
this may have been because the scheme was novehiima, it also appeared to reflect a
reluctance to make written complaints. A custonssistant explained that ‘few customers write
feedback. Chinese people don't have this custoay, tarely write things.” This reluctance might
derive from the historical and political contextulihg the Maoist era, changes in political
movements could expose those who had expressedrtheg views’ to criticism or worse. This
legacy might serve to dilute the effectivenesshaf neans of consumer control.

The stores did not openly employ mystery shoppgdesagers explained that employees
would construe their use as an indication of laickust in them and detrimental to morale. More
generally, the monitoring of Chinese workers irefgn firms is a sensitive issue and this might
preclude the use of mystery shoppers. Off-the-tkcone store manager admitted that he
occasionally employed such shoppers, but givefurtsrze nature the results could not be made
known to employees or even other managers. Focaspgrwere conducted infrequently,
typically annually, and centred upon products aedegalised perceptions of service, rather than
identifying particular employees for praise or damt Levels of surveillance by those in the
firm’s hierarchy were, though, greater than inestatvned enterprises. Former state retail firm
employees reported that managers in them rardlyHeir offices (although interviewees added
that this was changing, as market pressures fotlvesk firms to reform). By contrast, UK-
Store’s managers frequently patrolled the shopflaod departmental supervisors could also
readily observe staff.

Recruiting and Developing Customer-Orientated Value
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As in Western contexts, managers sought to rettiage who held customer-orientated values
(Korczynski 2002). Recruiters at UK-Store emphastbat, while educational qualifications and
experience were important, personality was crugl Callaghan and Thompson 2002). The
desired values were reinforced and refined througtuction and post-induction training,
performance appraisals and general socialisatiea &so Gamble 2006b). As in call centres
studied by Frenkeét al (1999) in Australia, Japan and the USA, the ermsghan customer
empathy was persistent with workers exhorted tantin the customer’s viewpointztfan zai
guke de jiaody Basic elements of appropriate customer servieeeveften taught using role-
play exercises in which employees took the partustomers. A training video shown to new
recruits during induction reminded them to ask teelwves in all situations, ‘Am | doing this for
the customer?’. Similarly, a showroom supervisatest, ‘I always remind employees in my
section, “If you stood in the customer’s positisriat would you think?”.’

From the interviews, it appeared that training rages had reached home. A paint
department deputy supervisor, previously employted private store, remarked that ‘here you
need to face the customer, there you could ignoeentor be haughty.” Unasked and without
prompting, employees made frequent reference toulk®mer as god or emperor:

Some employees get upset by customers. | tell thetnto argue with customers as, after all, the
customer is godHlooring and Tiles Department.eputy Supervisor).

We're patient with the customers, as the customgod. Even if the customer is unreasonable,
we're still patient (Decorative Material®eputy Supervisor).

Once | argued with a customer, then | controlledeifyand walked away, as the customer is the
emperor and is always right. When you're wearinig tmiform even if they're wrong, they're
still right (Decorative Materials, Customer Assig)a

Although reinforced during training, the messages wae that employees could have brought
with them to the workplace. During the 1990s, loeeddia introduced Chinese citizens to the
‘Western’ notion that ‘the customer is god’ (GamB@3a: 143). This phrase has become part of
the prevailingzeitgeist

In some instances, customers actively appropri#ttedrole of ‘god’ and sought to exert
control over sales staff. A showroom deputy supenvireflected that ‘customers are
unreasonable because there are lots of competstomnse treat us like servants.’ s&rvice desk
supervisor encountered several ‘unreasonable cessdmach week, adding that ‘sometimes the
customer feels s/he is god and goes beyond thedsarinwhat we can do. They feel “I'm god,
you're just here to serve me”.’

As some of these quotes suggest, there was a stibstalifference between treating the
customeras if they were god and actually believing this rhetoki¢hile the customer was
encouraged to consume the myth of sovereignty @mski and Ott 2004), in practice steps
were taken to constrain and regulate them. Bothl@maps and managers acknowledged that
customers could make unreasonable demands: they pemmple who, literally, ‘do not speak
with reason’ pu jiang daol). The returns desk witnessed the largest propodfaunreasonable
customers. Perhaps emboldened by the company’s aratiyely lenient returns policy,
customers sought to gain material advantage frasn Bvery employee had his or her favourite
story of unreasonableness. One checkout workelleddhe customer who returned a defective
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light bulb and sought compensation for the taxirpey they had made to return the product,
employees also described how customers tried twrrefoods bought in other stores. In Israeli
supermarkets, Rafaeli (1989) reports a similarutggie for control’ between cashiers and
customers. Because they were buying products, messoconsidered themselves to have a right
to control their encounters with cashiers. Meanghitashiers sought to exert control over
encounters in order to carry out their role effegdyy and efficiently. In UK-Store, as in these
Israeli supermarkets, employees needed to retaitrap not least since they would be held
responsible for stocktaking errors. The situatisnindicative of the dual and potentially
contradictory logics at play in service work (Koyogki 2002). On the one hand, is the logic of
routinisation and efficiency and, on the other hatidt of customer orientation. Employees
could easily be caught between conflicting demaodsinimise costand deliver high-quality
customer service. The inherent ambiguity emergedrlyl in a showroom assistant’s explanation
that, to make a sale, ‘it's vital to persuade thstemer.” Moments later he remarked ‘you have
to do what customers say.’

Employees knew they risked dismissal if they adywéh customers:

There are lots of unreasonable customers. All yaudbp is be patient, you can’t argue.
Customers know we won't argue back. If we arguedstore manager would get rid of
us. The service sector is all like this, the cugtbm god (Flooring and Tiles Department,
Customer Assistant).

Although this employee refers to customers’ exa#tiadus (we cannot, of course, be certain how
far he actually ‘buys into’ this rhetoric), he i¢early aware that power and discipline is
dependent upon the firm’s formal hierarchy.

Inevitably, having reified the customer the rhetodf the consumer becomes the most
legitimate means whereby employees can assertrigbeis (Rosenthadt al 1997). For instance,
employees voiced requests for increased staffimglde- which would, of course, reduce
individual workloads - in terms of ‘the customerant/ more staff to be on duty’. This logic
applied equally to managers, as exemplified by ssistant store manager who bemoaned the
absence of managerial signifiers:

Everybody here has the same uniform. In local fim@nagers wear a tie to make a difference.
Here it's confusing for customers. If a customaki®for a manager and they see me dressed like
this, they won't believe I'm a manager and theytlink ‘you're lying, you don't look like a
manager.’ | know the company’s purpose is to shat €veryone is equal, but the image is not
right, managers should be more forfwlthe customer§Emphasis added]

In such instances, employees’ invocation of thearuer as the final arbiter constituted a
mirror image of managerial attempts to displace lheus of power and control onto the
sovereign consumer. As managers exercised diseiplithe name of the customer, so workers
sought benefits for themselves in the name of tistoener. It is, though, a moot point to what
extent either managers or workers were ‘mystified’these dual displacements of agency. It
would also be misleading to overemphasise thisappehe customer. Employees could equally
express demands for improved salaries and welmeflis in terms of their rights as citizens or
workers; rights they considered enhanced by vidfugheir employment in a foreign subsidiary.
While the firm sought to develop a strong custowmentation among employees and
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implemented measures to imbricate customers icdgh&ol and discipline of employees, these
methods seemed to rest lightly on their shouldersaddition, as shown in the subsequent
section, relations with customers provided a gamitrich and meaningful experiences.
Moreover, the construction of actual or surrogabeiad relationships involved was often
essential to create the basis of trust from whittamsaction could ensue.

The Shopping Process at UK-Store: Reports fromRtent-Line’

Each year China’s Consumers’ Association sets &cpkar annual theme. Trust has been a
recurring topic; implicit recognition that this atent is in short supply in China’s retail markets.
In 2004, for instance, the theme was ‘trust andsaorer rights protection’. A consistent feature
of sales staff-customer interactions was the detgreehich a particularistic style basis of trust
was invoked. These findings mesh with the notedomgmce ofguanxi ‘connections’, in
Chinese society (Golet al 2002). Employees often characterised the relghipn between
themselves and customers as one of friendship:

In doing business, first you make friends, then gowbusiness (Receiving Section, Supervisor).

We aim to make friends with the customer (In-Sesign Department, Manager)

Creating an actual or a surrogate friendship cquia/ide a basis of trust and help bind the
interactees into the norms and expectations ofréagionship in Chinese society.

Customers could also be negotiators, opponentsaasjtes. A British expatriate manager
found ‘selling here is much more used to negotigti€ustomers could become opponents
particularly with respect to returns. Another expde manager remarked that stomers really
get on their high horse over refunds. We can easitya crowd of fifty people... customers are so much
more demanding hereCustomers also appropriated store space in waysvidrged on the
parasitical. Showing the researcher around hi®e store store manager motioned to a group of
customers relaxing on a display of garden chairaials, he complained, a common occurrence
for customers to convert this zone into privatecepand to linger for two or three hours. In such
circumstances, the chasm between the rhetoric ealdyr of consumer sovereignty became all
too visible.

Japanese-Invested Stores: J-Store
In Japan, they put the customer first, but in Chnput the customer first is a new concept. The
Japanese stress customer service, standing iusteneers’ viewpoint. Before, at Chinese stores,
staff ignored customers. Each time we get paid; tbik us the customers pay our salary (J-Store,
Personnel Manager).

J-Store opened its first Chinese store in 1997 @nthe end of 2004 had five stores in China.
Like UK-Store, J-Store sought to transfer its pacampany retail format, employment practices
and customer service. One Japanese store manageteadthat he had considered using
mystery shoppers, but believed it too difficultfited reliable recruits for this role. As with UK-
Store, customers were encouraged to make writtenmamts and suggestions. One store
received about ten letters per week, the store gaeanarepared a written response to each one
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and these were displayed on a store noticeboara@t AK-Store, this feedback was used not
so much as a disciplinary mechanism, but to hellecs€outstanding workers’ ypuxiu
yuangong who received a bonus. If this form of consumentod lacked rigour, there was still
ample possibility for supervisors and managers @ntain surveillance on sales staff. A
checkout assistant who had worked in a state stonarked:

People there were lazy, we often ignored custonTdrs.atmosphere wasn’t good because of
the poor management style. Supervisors and manatgysd in their offices reading the
newspaper and didn’t come out, not like the bokses.

J-Store’s emphasis on customer service as a saidfirddferentiation was even more
marked than at UK-Store. The firm’s chief executikescribed ‘politeness to customers’ as
critical to attract and retain customers. Despgitehigh customer volume (up to 40,000 each day
at weekends), for example, employees were expéotbdw and welcome each one. Like UK-
Store, role play exercises were used to instilaust-orientated values. Disciplinary rules were
often implemented in the name of the customer: yagyrieaning on the counter or eating meals
while on duty were all prohibited as being disceatts to customers. In a distinct step towards
the cult of the customer, during a storewide mayrniefing session | attended, the Japanese
store manager told the assembled staff ‘the custoare our parents, they give us our salary.’

During interviews, it was evident that employepsrception of self-as-customer was
deeply ingrained. Unprompted, and often with raadgy employees referred frequently to the
necessity to ‘see things from the customer’s petspe and provided this as the rationale for
their actions. This orientation was facilitated the fact that, not only were they customers
themselves in other contexts, but often in thiscBecontext. Many had shopped at J-Store
before recruitment and most shopped at the stotsideuwork hours. A checkout assistant
asserted that ‘customer service is very differédt&tore. The customer is never at fault. Even if
they’re wrong, you should always apologise.” Onepkayee recalled that ‘during induction
training we're told two rules: Rule One, the cuséonis always right. Rule Two, when the
customer is wrong please refer to Rule One’; am eanoss time and space from late nineteenth
century Philadelphia, via Tokyo to, in this casegstérn China, of John Wanamaker’s slogan
‘the customer is always right’ (Benson 1986: 93).

Korczynski (2002: 148) notes the widely held vie HRM advocates that when
commitment and emotional labour are required rathan just compliance ‘soft HRM policies
will come to pervade front-line workplaces.” Theidance from J-Store does not support this
view. The firm sought complian@nd commitment and utilised a combination of both hand
soft HRM techniques in pursuit of these aims. Sanhy, Fuller and Smith (1991: 3) argue that
‘Quality service requires that workers rely on inaesenals of affective and interpersonal skills,
capabilities which cannot be successfully codifisthndardized, or dissected into discrete
components and set forth in a company handboogankse expatriates would be unconvinced
of this statement. J-Store did its utmost to codifig stipulate the behaviour required in detailed
training manuals and the employee rulebook, witegiimposed for transgressions.
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Customer Service Interactions at J-Store

To some extent the categories of customer-saldkistaractions at J-Store overlapped with
those at UK-Store. Differences can be attributedhi® reduced contact time per customer
compared to UK-Store and the fact that the prodwetse usually familiar to customers,
although this depended on the section involvech@lgh weaker, the perception of customers as
friends was also present. A menswear section assisixplained that ‘I treat customers like
friends and then introduce the products. In thiy,wau reduce the distance between yourself
and the customers.” A womenswear assistant rematkadshe treated customers as friends
rather than as ‘god’. Elaborating on the differeratee explained that ‘god is very distant, but a
friend is very close. It's easier to find commoownd with a friend’.

Categories that appeared more common at J-Stoeethwe notion of customer as guest or
family member. A houseware section assistant emgthithat if you showed politeness and
warmth, including smiling, to customers this woglde them ‘a feeling of closenessirfgiegan
as if they’re at home and like you're their closedative.” A checkout assistant remarked that
‘some customers are prejudiced, they feel that ¢byning here I'm giving money to the
Japanese® but they also feel that customer service is vargdg It gives them a feeling as if
they're returning homehgijia de ganjug’ Sales staff clearly found provision of this einoal
labour exhausting, but they also took pride in pdimg what they considered the best customer
service in the city. Convinced of this superioritjey were aware of both locally-owned and
other foreign stores’ attempts to mimic their compgs customer service and astute critics of
their failure to live up to J-Store’s high standard

Work on the checkout was particularly stressfukitaation exacerbated by high staff
turnover that frequently left the section undefsgf In 2003, one checkout assistant recalled
that of fifty new recruits who had joined with him 2000, just two remained. Significantly,
these roles were amongst the most Taylorised instbee and, like the cashiers’ situation
described by Rafaeli (1989), allowed the least sgac meaningful interactions with customers
or other employees. In China, as in Israel, thas®fs undoubtedly contributed to the high staff
turnover.

As at UK-Store, returns were a source of stressetdrns section deputy supervisor
remarked that products such as underwear couldenotturned and explained that ‘if you stand
in other customers’ viewpoint, you can’t returnrtheThis comment indicates the elasticity and
flexibility of the rhetoric of the consumer and &et serves to differentiate one customer from
another. There was also an ongoing battle overstbee’s plastic bags. A checkout assistant
described her experience:

We control bags and packing. To save costs we dhthukt customers take too many plastic
bags. Some ask if they can have extra bags to sisebdbish bins. They can be uncivilised
(yeman. If we refuse to give them more bags they sapadase people are really mean!’. Twice
because of this I've been really upset by custontbey cursed me and said | was a Japanese
running dog. We do our best to satisfy their retpieSo we must both save the company's costs
and avoid complaints.

This quote illustrates once again the dual andrpiaiéy contradictory logics at play in
service work (Korczynski 2002) and the thin lingviieen them. Customers could also use the
rhetoric of the consumer against staff. Employemssgh as a cosmetics counter assistant,
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encountered disgruntled customers who complained’fg not standing in my viewpoint'.
Nevertheless, the rhetoric of the sovereign conswais® provided an important resource for
employees in demanding and stressful jobs. In @eudsgon on difficult customers, a houseware
section deputy supervisor explained, with a heaugh of irony, ‘you have to constantly remind
yourself that the customer is always right. Progigeu keep this idea in your mind, you can
stay here. If I lost this, I'd have to leave.’

Discussion

In the rhetoric of enterprise culture, the custoradiing: as master and sovereign he (or sometimes
she) rules over all s/he surveys. Service sect@li@mes have been predicated as the subjects of
this rhetorical claim to power. This paper has esgd the extent to which the rhetoric of the
sovereign consumer has been disseminated to sarfessdof multinational retail firms in China and
with what consequences.

In the Japanese and UK subsidiaries investigdtezte was ample evidence of the
transfer and implementation of practices that canldlve the use of customers to discipline and
control employees. The rhetoric of the sovereigmsaoner was pervasive and reinforced through
the selection and recruitment of those with custeonientated values and subsequent
socialisation. However, the political sensitivity foreign firms monitoring Chinese workers
appeared to militate against the use of mystenppas. While firms did collect customer
feedback, its impact as a mechanism for consumdralappeared rather meagre in the Chinese
context. Moreover, if objectively workers were sdijto a degree of management by customers,
subjectively they appeared relatively unconcerngthls.

Consumer control paled in comparison with moraditional’ methods of control. At
most, normative controls served only to bolsterstxg technical and bureaucratic controls
(Thompsonet al 2004). Employees had to abide by objective amdlile enforced means of
control such as dress codes and time cards fokiopon and off. There were also positive
sanctions such as financial incentives and promo#d UK-Store, customer related targets such
as politeness were considered as a part of emogeaual appraisal. Whilst appraisal did not
correlate with salary, results from them were coesetd in making decisions about promotion.
Both UK-Store and J-Store operated schemes to deemployees who provided high quality
customer service. At UKStore, selected workers iveceone-off monthly payments and, at
JStore, outstanding employees received recognition.

When encouragement failed, sanctions could be isghdsor instance, at J-Store, as in US
department stores up to the 1930s (Benson 198®&)s fivere imposed for lateness. Korczynski
(2002) notes the difficulty for one supervisor tbserve concurrently the labour process of
several individual workers. At J-Store and UK-Staiteough, monitoring by supervisors was
extensive. Moreover, as noted above, unlike statergrise managers or their earlier American
counterparts, managers in foreign subsidiary stargslarly patrolled the shopfloor. A piece of
Chinese rhyming doggerel advises: ‘Don’t fear tberty official, fear only the person who’s
actually in charge’{u pa xianguan, jiu pa xian guarSimilarly, even though their employers
might seek to inculcate consumer control, Chinesa&lremployees were in no way mystified as
to the source of power and authority, this lay wihkir superiors in the firms’ hierarchy. The
evidence from J-Store in particular, which had itin@st strict regulatory regime, also calls into
guestion Du Gay and Salaman’s (1992: 621) assethiah in service industries ‘traditional
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methods of controli.e. bureaucratic control) are too overtly oppressiue, dlienating and too
inflexible to encourage employees to behave in dhbtle ways which customers define as
indicating quality service'.

In the scale of things, the rhetoric of the sovgmetonsumer appeared quite positive for sales
staff. Chinese retail store employees, like theunterparts around the world (Benson 1986;
Rafaeli 1989), were often attracted by opportusifier social interaction. Additionally, as in
Western contexts (Callaghan and Thompson 2002y sfictively sought to recruit those with
such personalities and to develop further theskilVolved (Gamble 2006b). Time and again in
the interviews, as in other service work contextslith 1993; Korczynskiet al 2000),
interaction with customers and playing an active paensuring customers’ satisfaction were
key elements that brought employees both pridepdgmbure. In these moments, workers could
meet emotional agendas that were as much, if no¢,npoivate as those defined for them by the
organisation (Bolton and Boyd 2003). A typical coemhwas one made by a UK-Store deputy
supervisor that ‘the greatest sense of achieveswnes from when a customer arrives knowing
nothing and through my explanation they buy somettand are happy.” A key frustration for
front-line workers is when their job is structurgda way that precludes them delivering the
form of emotional labour they would like to (Korewki 2002). Such a disjuncture was evident
among cashiers at J-Store, where the time and spadable for interaction with both colleagues
and customers was most attenuated. The lack afif@ite® engage in meaningful social interaction
may be closely related to their high turnover rate.

In the findings it can be problematic to disentanghat is generic about the consequences of
customer control and what is specific to the Chenesstitutional and cultural context. The
satisfaction staff often derived from interactiongh customers appears generic to customer-
orientated roles. By contrast, the rhetoric of cosdrs as friends and its relationship to trust
seems more context specific. In-store customer-eyepl interactions are a microcosm of human
relations outside the workplace: trust, for insgnmust be built in similar ways. Employees’
encounters with customers were socially embeddédbath parties could seek to create, or at
least replicate, generally understood, valued aode@ed categories of interaction. The
relationships portrayed at UK-Store, appeared gdiyeto have more ‘depth’ than those at J-
Store. In both firms, though, the creation of maghil relationships was common and
significant, with differences in them attributaldtefactors such as the nature of the job role, the
extent of consumers’ existing knowledge about pet&luthe cost of products and their relative
importance to customers’ life project, the duratiminemployee-customer contact, company
policy with regard to customer service and the gendge and social status of customers vis-a-
vis employees.

Management by customers can be implemented irowsrivays and these parallel
distinctions between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ HRM. The karimposition of consumer control would
alienate employees just as effectively as any oHigM practices similarly imposed. Just as
displays of emotional labour might be alienatingnon-alienating (Tolich 1993), so too might
management by customers. Employees with a strorsgormer-orientation were likely to
welcome the emphasis upon customer focus. Theribetbthe sovereign consumer could also
provide staff with a psychological ‘safe haven’stressful encounters with customers. This
dimension was most evident at J-Store, where mal®g were intrinsically more stressful and
anti-Japanese prejudice could exacerbate the sgplreess of encounters with unreasonable
customers. Additionally, when the rhetoric of tlmvereign consumer drenches an organisation,
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employees start to ‘play the game’ and vocalisér tiemands in terms of providing better
customer service. It is, though, a moot point whiethese demands differ in substance as a result.
As a final resort, employment in foreign subsidéarenhanced employees’ market value and the
‘quit option” was a potent threat, especially gitbat firms’ expansion plans were predicated on
strong internal labour markets.

The notion implicit in Fuller and Smith (1991) afmanagement/employee dichotomy is
inadequate to capture the complexity of these wadgs. In the retail sector the presence of a
third party, the customer, constitutes an esserte&hent in the labour process. The two-way
interaction between workers and managers famiiananufacturing firms becomes a complex
triangle of sales staff, managers and customers. pidtential relationships involved are more
fluid and unstable than Fuller and Smith appeanasage. Benson’s (1986: 284) depiction of
these relationships as involving ‘shifting coalit#d captures well the inherent complexities,
ambiguities, contradictions and shifting balancegawer, including in ways that Benson herself
does not articulate.

A range of fluid and shifting allegiances was ossin the customer-sales staff-
management triangle and which was most salienngtgiven time was contingent upon the
specific context. Sales staff might ally againdteotsales staff, as in the case of departmental
rivalries. Secondly, customers and sales staffccawmlite against management. This included
incidents where workers told customers ‘we’'d like do this, but management (or ‘the
company’) would not allow it’. Sales staff might eme this as a defence to provide protection
for themselves. Thirdly, customers and managemeigihtmoin against sales staff. This
formation could derive from customer complaintsiaiservice.

In a fourth coalition, management and sales staffht ally against customers. The
rhetoric of consumer sovereignty notwithstanding,practice management were ambiguous
about employeealwaysstanding in customers’ shoes, as demonstratednfiicts over returns
and plastic bags at J-Store. Returns and custoomplaints formed the most frequent form of
customer-instigated feedback. The inherent unptaiidy and unmanageability of consumers
(Gabriel and Lang 1995) ensured that this feedlcackd be as equally unwelcome to managers
as to employees. In such instances, managementt rappear to take customers’ side but
actually support sales staff, as in cases wherogwess’ complaints against employees were
considered unreasonable or unfounded. A J-Storekolie assistant, for instance, described how
a customer reported her to the store’s Customeati@ebs Section for being impolite and
demanded she apologise and be financially penal&sednvestigation showed the assistant to
have acted properly. To placate the customer, treckout supervisor told them that the
assistant’s bonus had been cut ‘to fool them’.

Finally, customers and sales staff might ally aghiother customers. This allegiance
could involve staff standing in the shoes of disedied customers, when embodied customers’
actions were detrimental to other customers. Aistsd at J-Store’s fast food restaurant recalled
an occasion when a customer had pushed to thedfdiné queue:

When | didn’t take his cash, he cursed me and saiy don’t you take my money?” and
complained that J-Store’s customer service wasaoal.gThe supervisor came over and took
his payment. The other customers felt sorry for and said that it was okay to take his
payment first.
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Korczynski (2002: 129) argues that managers prefekers to identify with a collective,
disembodied concept of the customer in order toeame efficiency, whereas front-line workers
‘may be more likely to identify with embodied indiwal customers, because interactions with
specific customers are an important arena for nmgaand satisfaction within the work.” This
might generally be the case, but sales staff calgdtify with disembodied customers when
faced with difficult and unreasonable embodied @usrs. If these Chinese interactive service
workers were not afraid of metaphysical abstrastisnch as ‘the consumer’, awkward and
troublesome embodied customers could be a soun@ableartache.

Concluding Remarks

This paper has indicated both the complexitiesuttucal controls and the inherent ambiguities
of interactive service worker-customer encount€@@nparison between the subsidiaries of UK
and Japanese firms in China has demonstrated thatew which shopping might be ‘divided
into a series of “genres”, each of which lendslfitse distinct forms of social relations and
symbolic systems’ (Miller 1997: 301). Gabriel andnlg (1995: 174) observe how both Marx
and Simmel perceived the cash nexus to dissolvaldoonds: ‘the former to criticize it as the
root of alienation under capitalism, the lattemptaise it as the liberation from the fetters of the
gift economy’. In these Chinese workplaces, thougistomers and sales staff sought frequently
to re-embed these exchanges in social relationstariting in at least a weak or surrogate
version of meaningful social bonds. Representatafrconsumers as victims (lbid.: 117-36), are
also called into question. From this perspectivensomers and workers in non-Western
countries are perceived as particularly vulneralrighe workplaces examined in this paper, it
would be difficult to portray either consumers aorkers in this transitional economy as victims
of globalisation, nor as powerless in the face oftimational corporations.

Notes

! There is widespread anti-Japanese sentiment imeCBiuring April 2005, this erupted into
nationwide protests. In one incident the authonessed, a crowd of two to three hundred
demonstrators surrounded and threw projectilesstdra included in this research.
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