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A life in customer service: all about the people

where are they now?

THE NAME’S MCCREA. Leigh McCrea, 

licenced to kill – spiders and other creepy 

things – but more of that later.                        

In 1980 Leigh McCrea gave up the 

plumbing and electrical wholesaling game in 

Wellington and joined Pye 

Telecommunications (radio telephones) as 

Offi ce Manager. In 1983 he transferred to 

Auckland to take up a similar role at head offi ce. 

He was quickly moved to head up customer 

service. “Then came the merger with Philips,” he 

recalls.

Alistair Sutherland became the fi rst Kiwi to be appointed Managing 

Director and he was to become a big infl uence on Leigh McCrea’s 

working life. “One day in 1993 he called me into his offi ce and told me 

he wanted a customer help desk set up within customer services to free 

up technicians such as Peter Santer and Duncan Armstrong, who 

were spending too much time helping customers with various 

problems or gripes. 

“That was my entire brief – ‘set up a help desk’ – which I did, and 

that was defi nitely my proudest achievement. We set up a dedicated 

0800 number and by 1996 Barry Ward and Christine McGill joined 

me. We became trouble-shooters, fi elding retailer, service agent and 

end-user customer queries and sorting them out.”

Taking your work home
“We soon realised that, although the system was working fi ne, we were 

out of reach after hours during the week and at weekends so I offered 

to have calls automatically patched through to my cell from 5pm to 

9pm on weekday evenings and 9am to 6pm weekends. This was a big 

success and just gave Philips a point of difference.” 

Highlights from this time include this one: “I had a call from a guy 

back in 2005. He was having trouble with his VCR, two or three years 

old. The retailer had been out, sent a tech out twice but it still played 

up. I said ‘give me one crack at it and if that fails, we’ll replace it’, which 

was how it played out.”

But it didn’t fi nish there… This man took the trouble of fi nding the 

email address of Gerard Kleisterlee, Philips Worldwide President and 

CEO, and sent him a message of appreciation for the New Zealand 

service. “I was blown away when this global boss emailed Errol 
MacKenzie, who had become MD, to pass on his personal thanks and 

congratulations. Errol then read the message out at our conference 

shortly after which was a thrill to say the least!”

But the dreaded word “restructure” was not far away. In 2006 

MacKenzie announced that Philips’ whole Asia Pacifi c customer 

service operation would be outsourced to a call centre in the 

Philippines and this eventually came to pass in 2009. McCrea stayed 

on for 6 months and, with Duncan Armstrong, who is still with 

Philips, assisted the Philippines centre before fi nally leaving in August 

that year, aged 58.

Leigh McCrea took a year off. He read a lot of books, got a lot of 
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jobs done around the house, did some travelling, got involved in 

Citizen’s Advice as a volunteer. Then he saw fi reworks, literally.

“About seven years ago I developed an interest in pyrotechnics. I had 

my pyrotechnics licence and bought into a small company called Light 

& Pyro. This is exciting and we have grown to a stage where some of 

the ‘big boys’ are calling us in to assist. We worked four days with Van 

Tiel Pyrotechnics on the New Year’s display which was off two barges 

in the Auckland Harbour and then went to set up the display in Tairua 

/ Pauanui on the Coromandel. We entertained Russell / Pahia, did the 

Waitakere Lions Guy Fawkes show, took part in the opening of 

Western Springs Speedway and hope to get a slice of the Rugby World 

Cup later this year.”

“Licenced to kill”…
Needing to fi nd more ways to fi ll in his days, McCrea answered a 

newspaper ad looking for someone part time with customer service 

experience with a pest control business. “I love it! No pressure, the 

earliest start is 7.30am and the latest fi nish is 3pm. If I want a day off, 

no problem, and best of all, I’m doing people a service and that’s right 

up my alley. Fleas, wasps, ants, spiders, you name it.”

So after 30 years in the industry, any fi nal thoughts? “Firstly, the 

Philips company culture was amazing; one big family. But the people, 

you know? When the help desk was formed I spoke directly to 

hundreds of end users and in most cases talked them through to a 

satisfactory result. The dealers too, especially fl oor sales people, 

hundreds of them from one end of the country to the other. Yes, no 

doubt about it, the people made my job.”  
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