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BOMBAY, India — In a sleek

new office building, two dozen
young Indians are studying the
customs of a place none of them
has ever seen. One by one, the
students present their conclu-
sions about this fabled land.

“Americans eat a lot of junk
food,” said Ritu Khanna. “Table
manners are very casual.”

“People are quite self-cen-
tered,” said Nerissa Dcosta.
“The average American has 13
credit cards.”

“Seventy-six percent of the
people mistrust the govern-
ment,” said Sunny Trama. “In
the near future, this figure is ex-
pected to go up to 100 percent.”

The Indians, who range in age
from 20 to 27, have been hired to
take calls from cranky or dis-
traught Americans whose com-
puters have gone haywire. To do
this, they need to communicate
in a language that is familiar but

a culture that is foreign.
“We’re not saying India is bet-

ter or America is better,” said
their trainer, Alefiya Rangwala.
“We just want to be culturally
sensitive so there’s no discon-
nect when someone phones for
tech support.”

Call centers took root here
during the 2001 recession, when
U.S. companies were struggling
to control expenses. By firing
American customer-service
workers and hiring Indians, the
companies slashed their labor
costs by 75 percent.

At first, training was simple.
The centers gave employees
names that were acceptable to
American ears, with Arjun be-
coming Aaron and Sangita be-
coming Susan. The new hires
were instructed to watch
“Friends” and “Ally McBeal” to
get an idea of American folk-
ways.

But whether Aaron and Susan
were repairing computers, sell-
ing long-distance service or ful-
filling orders for diet tapes,
problems immediately cropped
up. The American callers often
wanted a better deal or an im-
possibly swift resolution, and
were aggressive and sometimes
abrasive about saying so.

The Indians responded ac-
cording to their own deepest na-
tures: They were silent when
they didn’t understand, and they
often committed to more than
their employers could deliver.

They would tell the Americans
that someone would get back to
them tomorrow to check on their
problems, and no one did.

Customer satisfaction plum-
meted. The U.S. clients grew
alarmed. Some even returned
their business to U.S. call cen-
ters.

Realizing that a new multibil-
lion-dollar industry with 150,000
employees was at risk, Indian
call centers recently have em-
barked on much more compre-
hensive training. New hires are
taught how to express empathy,
strategies to successfully open
and close conversations, and
above all how to be assertive,
however unnatural it might feel.

“We like to please,” said
Aparajita Ajit, whose title is
head of talent transformation for
the call-center firm Mphasis. “It’s
very difficult for us to say no.”

Khanna, Dcosta, Trama and
their new colleagues work for
Sutherland Global Services, a
New York company that is one of
the larger outsourcing compa-
nies here. 

They’ve been put through a
three-week training session
where they research hot-button
issues, pretend they are Ameri-
can anchors reporting the latest
news and imitate celebrities. (“I
am Michael Jackson,” began
Smitha Shetty’s presentation. “I
am innocent in this child-mo-
lestation case ... .”)

The goal of computer-help
desks like Sutherland’s is to
have the caller do as much of the
work as possible himself, and to
keep him on the phone the short-

est amount of time possible —
without failing to help him.

If the Indian rep has no idea
what the American customer
means when he asks for a ball-
park figure for getting his system
upgraded, a 15-minute call might
stretch to half an hour. Long
calls can choke the system, given
that one of Sutherland’s clients,
a major U.S. computer manufac-
turer, gets 250,000 service calls a
month.

This is the students’ last day of
cultural and voice training.
Rangwala warns them that at
least half a dozen are still speak-
ing incomprehensibly and might
wash out.

As they slip away one by one
to make a short recording that
will test their pronunciation
skills, K.S. Kumar, Sutherland’s
director of operations for India,
gives a little graduation speech.

“You’re shortchanging your-
self if you don’t stick with this,”
he advised.

It would certainly help Ku-
mar if they remained with
Sutherland. While there are
many applicants for call-center
jobs, those who actually get
hired tend not to stick around.
Sutherland’s annual attrition
rate is 40 percent. Some of its
competitors turn over personnel
completely during the course of
a year.

In part, it’s the hours. Tomor-
row night, as the students begin
classes in how to debug a com-
puter, they’ll get their first taste
of the night shift. By the time
they move across the hall to the
call center itself, they’ll be start-

ing as late as 2 a.m. — early after-
noon in Los Angeles.

But miserable hours aren’t
the only reason for quitting. Talk
to former employees of centers
in Bombay and Bangalore and
it’s clear that the industry has
had a lot of growing problems.
Many Indians didn’t adapt well
to the high-tech, high-stress jobs.

“I worked in a modern-day
sweatshop,” said Amith Shetty,
26. “There was air-conditioning,
comfortable seats, good food, but
the work was tough and the tar-
gets unrealistic. To cope, I start-
ed smoking more and drinking
more.”

Customers’ tones differed by
product. Men who called to or-
der “Girls Gone Wild” — a series
of tapes devoted to young
women who doff their shirts for
the camera — would make
grunting noises.

Indians who did outbound
telemarketing tended to have a
particularly difficult time. 

“We were told the Americans
were going to be angry,” said
Aarti Angelo, 24, who sold long-
distance plans for AT&T. “Some
would take you to the end and
then hang up. Sometimes, you
would break down.”

That’s when things could get
really ugly. 

Not all the callers were
coarse or abusive. But if you’re
answering 100 calls a day and
five to 10 of them are obnoxious,
it becomes wearying.

“Americans always feel like
they’re being cheated,” said
Shetty. “They want more for less.
And they’re not very patient.”

In India, sounding American takes practice

By Carole Simpson
Reading Eagle correspondent

At Godfrey’s — Welcome to
Dogdom, you can pamper your
pooch with anything from up-
scale Swarvoski crystal collars
and elegant, wrought-iron pet
beds to home-baked biscuit
treats, customized doggie gift
baskets and dog-grooming serv-
ice.

The new Brecknock Town-
ship business that caters to ca-
nines and their owners is the
creation of Barbara L. Emmett.

Emmett and her husband,
Patrick B. Emmett, live in Cum-
ru Township with their three
four-legged best friends, golden
retrievers named Tucker, Em-
ma and Godfrey Jackson. Each
was adopted from the
Delaware Valley Golden Re-
triever Rescue Inc., Reinholds,
Lancaster County.

The business opened July 24
and is named after 5-year-old
Godfrey Jackson, the store’s un-
official host.

“I always wanted to run my
own business,” Barbara Em-
mett, 50, said. “I love gardening
and pets, and in the back of my
mind I had the idea of opening
a floral shop or an upscale pet
store, a kind of pet utopia for
dogs and their owners.”

The couple purchased a
three-acre property along New
Holland Road in May. The land
includes a farmhouse with an
1867 date stone and a renovated
barn that houses the pet-retail
business and pet-grooming fa-
cilities.

“Both my husband and I love
animals, especially our dogs,”
Barbara Emmett said. “I want
to provide quality pet products
and services that can enhance
the lives of pets and their own-
ers. And I want to offer prod-
ucts that look good in the
home.”

In addition to tile and pot-
tery feeding bowls, customized
duvets (quilts), bed linens avail-
able in 33 different colors, spa
products and frozen yogurt
treats, Godfrey’s sells other
dog-themed items.

Limited-edition watercolor
prints of dogs and fashion ap-
parel, many made by regional
juried craftsmen, line the coun-
ters in the 1,500-square-foot
store.

Danish Blue dog plates sell
for $60 per plate while a six-
piece cup and saucer set costs
$125; a bottle of Mutt Merlot
doggie treats sells for $15; and a
Lulu Jane collection dog bed
manufactured by Orrville Pet
Products retails for $190.

Barbara Emmett worked in
information technology and hu-

man resources for Carpenter
Technology Corp. and was an
elementary teacher in the
Tulpehocken School District. 

Her husband is president of
Van Bennett Food Co. Inc., a
Reading-based, food-specialty

business begun by his late
grandparents, Van and Betty
Bennett.

“My husband and I were
childhood sweethearts and
graduated from Wilson High
School and Shippensburg State

College together,” Barbara Em-
mett said.

Although she owns Godfrey’s,
Barbara Emmett said her hus-
band has given her moral sup-
port and guidance in setting up
her business. She also attended
the Small Business Develop-
ment Center at Kutztown Uni-
versity.

“My long-range business
plan includes adding a play-
ground for dogs, providing dog

training, canine-rehabilitation
therapy, dog massage and a ho-
listic veterinary practice,” she
said. “I also want to offer spe-
cial events and activities for my
customers and their pets. 

“While the dogs play, owners
can relax in the rocking chairs
on our front porch and watch
the fun.”

■ Contact correspondent Carole
Simpson at 610-371-5049 or
business@readingeagle.com.
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Godfrey’s — Welcome to Dogdom

Reading Eagle: Lauren A. Little

In front of her dog tent, Emma models a canine life jacket for owner Barbara L. Emmett, whose shop, Godfrey’s — Welcome to Dog-
dom, recently opened in Brecknock Township.

Barbara L. Emmett, seen with her golden retriever, Godfrey Jack-
son, hopes dogs and their owners find lots to like in her new busi-
ness, Godfrey’s — Welcome to Dogdom, in Brecknock Township.

Call centers require an understanding of U.S. ways
that is quite foreign to native Indians.

A pooch’s paradise
At Godfrey’s — Welcome to Dogdom, where the canine is king

Dear Bruce: Should we rent
or sell? We just put $20,000 and
four years of our lives into ren-
ovating it, with my husband do-
ing much of the work. It’s a
small home that’s worth about
$70,000. With everything in it
brand-new, it shouldn’t need
much of our attention any time
soon. 

We are in our early 50s. Now
that it is getting close to being
ready for tenants, I don’t know
if renting is the right choice.
The home we live in has a 15-
year mortgage and we would
not consider moving into the
rental home. Can you tell us
what we should be considering
to base our decision? — D.H.,
via e-mail

Dear D.H.: Being a landlord
is a very personal choice. You
realize that it’s a part-time job
and your responsibilities will
continue. You haven’t indicat-
ed how much it would gener-
ate in rent. 

If it will generate some-
where between $750 and $1,000
a month, it’s likely a decent in-
vestment for you. If, on the oth-
er hand, it only will generate
$400 or $500 a month, the likeli-
hood is you would be better off
selling. 

You also haven’t indicated
whether you own it outright or
whether there is a mortgage
and, if so, how much and at
what percent. Another vari-
able is whether the neighbor-
hood is stable. Many factors
enter into this decision that
deserve your attention; other-
wise, the results could be dis-
astrous.

● ● ●

Dear Bruce: I have pur-
chased a new town house as an
investment with my daughter.
Because of the price increase,
if we sell it now, the gross prof-
it could be approximately
$80,000. I figure that after capi-
tal-gains taxes and broker’s
fees, the net profit will not be
too much. We have a 3/30 ad-
justable mortgage. 

I am thinking of renting it
out. The rent can be even with
the mortgage payment, plus
the property taxes, plus the
homeowners’ association fees,
assuming there will be no ma-
jor repairs. I need your guid-
ance. Our combined income is
$130,000 and we are both not
living in the town house. —
Q.H., via e-mail

Dear Q.H.: You indicated that
you purchased this town house
as an investment, and it seems
that you are doing well. The
likelihood is that you will be
better off, if the market is sta-
ble or still increasing, to hang
onto it to satisfy the required
time for capital gains. Whether
you want to hang onto it be-
yond this time is another ques-
tion. 

The only reason you would
be renting it is to hope for
more appreciation. Remem-
ber, nobody ever went broke
taking a profit. Many of us have
seen rapid appreciation but
decided to hang in for even
more and — you guessed it —
the property values suddenly
fell off. 

● ● ●

Dear Bruce: For the next five
years, I have Series EE bonds
maturing on a monthly basis. I
would like to convert them in-
to something that keeps the
tax-deferred status or a tax-
free status. I was going to con-
vert them into HH Bonds, but
they aren’t available any more. 

Dear S.B.: Your observation
about the HH Bonds not being
available is correct. I don’t
know of any way you can con-
vert them to defer the taxes.
Given the fact that you don’t
need the income, there are
many types of investments one
could make. 

The taxes you have had de-
ferred for all these years are
going to have to be met. While
no one likes to pay them, it’s a
whole lot better having a tax
obligation than having no obli-
gation, because no profit has
been generated. 

■ Contact Bruce Williams at
bruce@brucewilliams.com or Smart
Money, P.O. Box 503, Elfers, FL 34680.

Homeowner’s
options are
to rent or sell

Address: 4267 New Holland
Road, Brecknock Township

Owner: Barbara L. Emmett

Opened: July

Products: Fine gifts for dogs
and their owners, including
breed-specific art work, cloth-
ing, jewelry, custom dog gift
baskets, tile and pottery food
bowls, place mats, upscale
pet beds and homemade
Godfrey’s Gourmet Biscuits

Services: Home delivery of
food and gifts, dog grooming
by appointment

Employees: One part-time
groomer

Hours: Tuesdays through Fri-
days, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.; Sat-
urdays, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.;
Sundays, 11 a.m. to 4 p.m.

Phone: 610-777-5755

Contact information:
info@godfreysdogdom.com


