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Full Text: Frustrated by the 40 minutes she spent on hold with Citibank customer service, Stacy Small tweeted
her displeasure. To her surprise, a Citibank agent tweeted right back. "Send us your phone number and we'll
call you right now," read the message. Within minutes Ms. Small, who owns a luxury-travel company in Los
Angeles, was on the phone with an agent, one of about 30 customer-service personnel based in Jacksonville,
Fla., and San Antonio who have received special training in social media. The agent took such good care of her
that, now, whenever Ms. Small has a problem she bypasses the call center and instead tweets her concerns to
the Twitter address @askCiti. "I never thought I would have a good relationship with a customer-service agent,
but they take all the stress away from dealing with a big bank," Ms. Small said. Ms. Small was the beneficiary of
a two-year effort by the Citigroup Inc. unit to overhaul the way it interacts with customers using social-
networking sites run by Twitter Inc., Facebook Inc. and others. To be sure, social media are still a tiny category
for Citigroup, representing less than 1% of all customer inquiries. But the use of social media are part of a
broader effort to use the information gleaned from these sites to speed up decision making and improve
customer relations at the No. 3 U.S. lender by assets. Big banks are often notoriously bad at keeping their
customers happy. Nearly one out of five customers has a problem with their bank, according to J.D. Power
&Associates. Nowhere is that more apparent than on the Web, where mishandled complaints can go viral and
wreak havoc with a bank's reputation in minutes. That is one reason why banks are courting customers in the
small, but fast-growing space of social media. These customers tend to be more affluent and faster adopters of
new, expense-cutting technology such as online and mobile banking, which makes them particularly valuable to
banks at a time when revenue is barely rising. What's more, winning them over pays almost instant dividends,
since they are just as likely to rave about good experiences -- such as the customer who recently thanked
Citibank on Twitter for helping him with his mother's retirement account -- as they are to complain about bad
ones. But banks have faced particular challenges as they try to interact with customers in social forums.
Hobbled by regulations, privacy issues and internal bureaucracy that can slow response times to a crawl, "giant
banks," according to a recent study by Javelin Strategy &Research, "are struggling to find the magic formula for
Twitter." The independent study found that while the majority of customer queries on Twitter still go unanswered
by the big banks, Citigroup performed markedly better than peers. Citigroup resolved 36% of queries, compared
with 11% for Wells Fargo &Co. and 3% for Bank of America. While the latter two banks tended to respond with
scripted answers that directed customers to a branch or call center, Citigroup was better at resolving the queries
without sending customers offline, the study found. "Citigroup was better at providing fuller answers," said Mark
Schwanhausser, a senior analyst with Javelin. "If you're responding to a tweet by telling a customer to go
elsewhere, then all you've done is cost them time." Spokeswomen for Wells Fargo and Bank of America
disputed the results of the study and said it didn't accurately reflect how many customer complaints they
resolved in social forums. They added that in some cases it was necessary to move discussions off Twitter to
protect customer privacy. "This allows us to offer even better customer service by gaining more context and
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having richer converstions that are not limited to 140 characters," the Wells Fargo spokeswoman said. Two
years ago, Citigroup might not have won such high marks. Back then, the bank's social-media agents were
required to get approval from others at the bank before answering even the most mundane questions, a process
that stretched response times to as long as 24 hours -- the equivalent of light years on the Web. At the time,
Frank Eliason, who had handled customer complaints for Comcast Corp., had just joined Citigroup as director of
global consumer social media. He and Michelle Peluso, Citigroup's global consumer chief marketing and
Internet officer, set out to change that mindset. They persuaded Citigroup's lawyers to give social media agents
latitude to respond to questions about customer accounts, products and services without getting approval from
others. Other queries that pertained to thornier issues of government affairs, branding or strategy still had to be
referred to the appropriate Citigroup executives. The different scenarios were codified in a playbook that offered
guidance on how the agents should handle complaints. That still didn't solve the problem of how to continue the
conversation once customer-account details were needed. Citi hired software maker LivePerson Inc. to design a
special program that allowed customers to click on a link that switched them to a live chat or phone call with the
same agent who had been helping them on Twitter. As a result of these changes, response times have fallen to
about one hour, Mr. Eliason said. Subscribe to WSJ: Credit: By Suzanne Kapner  
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