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I. Executive Summary 
 
This report provides a comprehensive analysis of the consumer dispute involving Dr. Steven R. Van Hook, Guitar 
Center, and Taylor Guitars. The core conflict, which originated from the purchase of a high-end acoustic guitar 
described as "new" but found to be a soiled and malfunctioning floor model, quickly escalated into a high-profile 
public relations crisis. The situation is a microcosm of broader industry challenges, exposing a significant 
disconnect between established retail practices and modern consumer expectations. 
 
The analysis reveals that the escalation was not solely due to the product's condition but was catalyzed by a rigid, 
inadequate corporate response from both the retailer and the manufacturer. The complainant, a professor of 
marketing and a media relations expert, was uniquely equipped to leverage this failure, transforming a personal 
grievance into a public indictment of industry-wide standards. 
 
Key findings indicate that Guitar Center's financial condition may be a causal factor in its inventory policies, and 
that Taylor Guitars' defense of "industry standard" may, in fact, provide a legal basis for a broader Federal Trade 
Commission (FTC) investigation. 
 
Recommendations for each party are presented to address the immediate crisis and institute long-term strategic 
adjustments. For Guitar Center, this involves a complete overhaul of its returned and floor model policies with a 
focus on transparency. For Taylor Guitars, the recommendation is to reassert brand integrity through stricter 
dealer agreements and a more responsive customer service model. The broader music retail industry is advised 
to convene and establish a unified, modern standard that aligns with consumer expectations and regulatory 
guidelines, thereby mitigating future reputational and legal risks. 
 
II. Situational Analysis: The Anatomy of a Consumer Crisis 
 
The dispute between Dr. Steven R. Van Hook and the prominent music companies, Guitar Center and Taylor 
Guitars, offers a compelling case study in modern consumer advocacy and corporate crisis management. The 
progression of the situation from a product-specific complaint to a public challenge of industry integrity was a 
direct consequence of a series of strategic decisions and corporate missteps. 
 
Detailed Timeline of Events and Communication Flow 
 
The crisis unfolded over a series of days in late August 2025, with each communication and action building upon 
the last to create significant public pressure. 
 
* August 26, 2025: The timeline begins with Dr. Van Hook’s initial Google Review post following his purchase of a 
Taylor 814CE-N guitar. He describes the guitar’s fretboard as covered in "grunge" and notes a malfunctioning 
pickup. He expresses his disappointment, stating, "I love Taylor guitars. I just don’t feel loved back." Crucially, he 
frames his complaint from his professional perspective as a "frugal adjunct professor of marketing" and raises the 
specter of FTC and 60 Minutes scrutiny, signaling that this is more than a simple product complaint. He also 
states his intention to post reviews on multiple platforms, including Taylor's site, "as a warning about GC of where 
not to buy your guitar". Taylor Guitars' initial response from a customer service representative named Josh Mundt 
is a generic, sympathetic message that expresses disappointment and promises to pass the feedback along 
internally. 
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* August 27, 2025: The response from Josh Mundt escalates the conflict. He provides a more detailed, but still 
scripted, defense of the situation, stating that selling floor models as "new" is "standard practice across most 
music retailers" and draws a comparison to car dealers. This boilerplate response fails to acknowledge the two 
most egregious aspects of Dr. Van Hook's complaint: the heavily soiled condition and the unplayable, 
malfunctioning electronics. Dr. Van Hook responds by rejecting this explanation, calling the practice deceptive 
and highlighting the "filthy" state of the instrument. He explicitly threatens to keep Taylor "posted on my next 
steps". 
 
* August 29, 2025: The issue reaches a critical point. A Guitar Center store manager contacts Dr. Van Hook and 
makes a crucial admission: the guitar was not a mere floor model but a returned item that had been previously 
sold. The manager offers a solution, including a new boxed guitar or a premium setup. However, Dr. Van Hook 
declines, viewing the offer as inadequate and the issue as a "corporate and industry issue". That same day he 
sends a draft press release to Taylor's PR team and Customer Support regarding his pending FTC complaint, 
explicitly noting the role of the Taylor Zendesk bot and calling it "clanker tech" that has become "part of the story". 
 
* August 31, 2025: Dr. Van Hook submits his complaint to the FTC through the agency’s website: 
https://reportfraud.ftc.gov/  His public-facing media statement is officially issued, solidifying the narrative. The 
release details the complaint, names both companies, and quotes Dr. Van Hook's powerful statement that the 
issue is not about a single guitar but a "systemic failure of corporate policy and consumer trust". He again 
leverages his professional credentials, citing his background as a marketing professor, retired Coast Guard 
licensed Sea Captain, and chaplain, lending immense credibility and emotional weight to his claims. 
 
The Escalation from a Product Complaint to a Public Relations Crisis 
 
The data illustrates a clear trajectory from a private consumer complaint to a highly visible public relations crisis. 
The fundamental driver of this escalation was not the initial product issue itself, but the nature of the corporate 
responses that followed. 
 
A customer, initially frustrated by a flawed and dirty product, presented his grievance in a review. While emotional, 
his initial communication was also professional, raising questions about corporate policy and accountability. The 
corporate response from Taylor, delivered through a customer service representative, was a generic, scripted 
apology that failed to address the specific, high-value nature of the purchase. The use of a blanket defense, citing 
"industry standard" while ignoring the filthy condition and malfunctioning electronics, was a critical miscalculation. 
This defensive posture alienated a long-time, high-value customer who was not a typical consumer. 
 
This specific customer, Dr. Van Hook, possesses a unique professional background in journalism, public 
relations, and marketing. He immediately recognized the inadequacy of the corporate response and began to 
leverage his expertise to escalate the issue. His decision to label his reviews as "pending media releases" and his 
threat of an exclusive with the Wall Street Journal were not hollow threats but calculated PR tactics designed to 
demonstrate the seriousness and potential for widespread public exposure. The subsequent failure by Guitar 
Center to resolve the issue at a corporate level, by redirecting the complaint to a local store manager, further 
validated Dr. Van Hook's assertion that this was a systemic issue, not an isolated incident. He correctly identified 
this as "highly inappropriate" and shifted his focus from a personal resolution to systemic change. This sequence 
of events demonstrates how a company’s rigid adherence to scripted customer service protocols can be 
catastrophically ineffective when facing a consumer with the expertise and resources to frame a public narrative. 
The crisis emerged not from the initial problem but from the companies’ inability to deviate from standard 
procedure and recognize the unique nature of the threat. 
 
 
III. Analysis of Stakeholder Positions and Strategies 
 
A. The Complainant: Dr. Steven R. Van Hook 
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Dr. Van Hook's strategy is defined by a blend of legal threat and public pressure, informed by his extensive 
professional background. With a PhD in Education and a history as a journalist, news producer, and marketing 
professor, he understands how to build and control a narrative. 
 
His communication strategy is a textbook example of multi-platform consumer advocacy. He uses a variety of 
channels, including Yelp, Google Maps, and direct corporate email, to disseminate his complaint. His messaging 
is carefully crafted to be both relatable and authoritative. He uses personal anecdotes and emotional language to 
connect with the public ("a once-in-a-lifetime splurge," "I just don’t feel loved back") while simultaneously 
deploying his credentials as a "professor of marketing" to lend credibility to his critique of deceptive business 
practices. The final media release is a polished document that quotes him, identifies his professional and personal 
credentials, and frames the dispute as a matter of integrity, appealing to a broad audience beyond the niche of 
musicians. His threat of an exclusive to the Wall Street Journal and the mention of 60 Minutes are calculated 
moves to signal that the reputational damage could extend far beyond the music industry community. 
 
B. The Retailer: Guitar Center 
 
Guitar Center’s policies and operational context are central to this conflict. The company’s 45-day satisfaction 
guarantee and clear return policy are standard for the industry, but they operate within a system that appears to 
have significant gaps. Consumer discussions on forums such as Reddit confirm the practice of selling floor 
models as "new" and note that items sold as "new in box" can also be returned goods. A key data point is Guitar 
Center's own Low Price Guarantee, which explicitly excludes "floor samples" and "open-box items" from price 
matching, a tacit acknowledgment that these items are not equivalent to a standard "new" product. 
 
A crucial element to understanding Guitar Center's behavior is its recent financial history. The company has been 
in a financially precarious position, having filed for Chapter 11 reorganization in 2020 and announcing a debt 
maturity extension in July 2025. A company under such financial pressure is highly motivated to maximize 
revenue and avoid losses on returned or discounted inventory. The practice of selling floor models and, more 
critically, returned items as "new" directly serves this purpose. It allows the company to recover the full retail price, 
avoids the costs of relisting and discounting the item as "used," and keeps cash flow uninterrupted. This provides 
a clear explanation for why a returned, grimy guitar would be placed back on the sales floor with a "new" 
designation. The store manager's admission that the guitar was, in fact, a returned item, validates Dr. Van Hook's 
core claim and underscores the systemic nature of the policy. 
 
C. The Manufacturer: Taylor Guitars 
 
Taylor Guitars' brand identity is built on a commitment to craftsmanship, quality, and a superior customer 
experience. The company’s stated goal is "every guitar in new condition and ready to inspire". This brand promise 
is in direct conflict with the experience of Dr. Van Hook. 
 
Taylor’s initial response, while polite, was a significant misstep. Delivered through an impersonal Zendesk system 
and a scripted message, it failed to recognize the gravity of the situation. The representative’s defense of the 
"industry standard" and the car dealer analogy, while a common refrain in the retail world, was particularly ill-
suited for this customer. By relying on this generic defense, Taylor inadvertently validated Dr. Van Hook's 
argument that this was a systemic issue and not an isolated incident. The reliance on what Dr. Van Hook termed 
"clanker tech" that became "part of the story" highlights the risks of automating customer relations without a 
proper system for triaging high-value or high-profile complaints. The dispute also exposes the complex 
relationship between a manufacturer and its authorized dealers. While Taylor Guitars aims to deliver a pristine 
product, it has limited direct control over the inventory management and sales practices of a major retailer like 
Guitar Center. 
 
D. The Regulator: The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) 
 
The FTC plays a pivotal role in this dispute. Dr. Van Hook’s decision to file a formal complaint is not a symbolic 
act; it has a clear legal basis. The FTC has explicit regulations against misrepresentation and deceptive 
advertising. The agency’s guidelines state that it is "unfair or deceptive to represent, directly or by implication, that 
any industry product is new or unused when such is not the fact". Furthermore, the FTC scrutinizes advertising 
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claims that affect "consumers' health or their pocketbooks". Dr. Van Hook’s complaint about the grimy condition of 
the guitar and its $4,000 price tag falls directly within this purview. 
 
The FTC's history of pursuing cases against companies for deceptive practices, such as undisclosed paid 
endorsements and illegal ticket reselling, demonstrates its willingness to act on consumer complaints. While a 
single complaint may not trigger a full investigation, the FTC uses these reports to identify patterns of fraud and 
deception across industries. Dr. Van Hook’s complaint, therefore, has the potential to be the catalyst for a much 
broader review of the music retail industry’s inventory and sales practices. 
 
E. The Music Retail Industry 
 
The central corporate defense in this case—that selling floor models as "new" is an "industry standard"—is a point 
of significant contention. Consumer discussions on forums such as Reddit confirm this practice is widespread at 
major retailers, but they also reveal a deep divide in consumer sentiment. While some veteran players prefer to 
purchase the exact instrument they have played and tested, a growing segment of the market, particularly those 
making a high-end purchase, expects a pristine, factory-sealed product. 
 
This disparity in expectations is a growing challenge for the industry. The rise of e-commerce, where products are 
typically shipped in their original, sealed packaging, has created a new consumer baseline. The traditional 
practice of selling a "test drive" guitar at full price as "new" is increasingly out of step with this modern reality. This 
case highlights a need for the industry to adapt its practices and communications to address this evolving 
consumer landscape. 
 
IV. Underlying Business and Market Dynamics 
 
The Evolving Definition of "New" 
 
The core of this conflict is a semantic battle over the definition of "new." The traditional retail definition of "new" for 
an item like a guitar is often a product that has not been previously owned and comes with a full manufacturer's 
warranty. However, this definition is out of sync with the modern consumer expectation, which is that "new" 
means pristine, untouched, and in a sealed box. The practice of selling floor models, which can be handled by 
countless customers, as "new" is a holdover from a pre-digital era. 
 
The car dealer analogy used by Taylor's customer service representative is a particularly poor defense. While car 
dealers do sell "new" cars that have been test-driven, the FTC has a strict, well-defined regulatory framework for 
these transactions. The Used Car Rule requires dealers to post a "Buyers Guide" on every used vehicle, 
disclosing its warranty status and "as is" condition. This level of transparency is legally mandated in the 
automotive industry, but it appears to be absent in the music retail industry. The very analogy meant to defend the 
practice instead highlights its regulatory deficit. 
 
The Potential Causal Link Between Guitar Center's Financial Condition and Its Inventory Policies 
 
An analysis of the situation suggests a direct connection between Guitar Center’s financial challenges and its 
inventory management policies. Financial documents show that the company has been under significant stress, 
having filed for Chapter 11 reorganization in 2020 and requiring a debt maturity extension in 2025. 
 
A company in this position must prioritize maximizing revenue and mitigating losses. The practice of selling 
returned, and often imperfect, items as "new" at full price directly serves this purpose. It allows the company to 
avoid the financial loss associated with discounting products as "used" or "open-box." It also reduces the logistical 
burden and cost of processing returns, relabeling them, and managing a separate inventory of used merchandise. 
The store manager’s admission that the guitar was a returned item, not a standard floor model, provides evidence 
that this is not an isolated error but a systemic, financially-driven policy. The conflict, therefore, is not merely 
about a dirty guitar but a symptom of a financially struggling corporation attempting to maintain a facade of 
operational normalcy to protect its revenue streams. 
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The Legal Exposure of the "Industry Standard" Defense 
 
The "industry standard" defense, used by Taylor Guitars, is not a legal shield. In fact, it could be the very thing 
that validates the legal threat of an FTC complaint. The FTC’s guidelines state that it is deceptive to sell an 
unused (unused? Fatal AI error) product as new. The FTC also pursues cases against companies that engage in 
deceptive business practices. If the practice of selling used or returned products as "new" is, as claimed, an 
industry-wide practice, it could be interpreted as a systemic, coordinated failure to adhere to truth-in-advertising 
laws. 
 
The FTC has the authority to investigate and take action against such practices. By publicly stating that this is an 
"industry standard," Taylor Guitars provides a clear roadmap for the FTC to investigate not just this single 
complaint but the entire music retail sector. The consumer complaint, therefore, has the potential to be a 
landmark case that redefines the legal and ethical landscape of the industry. 
 
V. Recommendations for Each Party 
 
Recommendations for Guitar Center 
 
To address the immediate crisis and mitigate long-term risk, Guitar Center should take the following steps: 
 
* Immediate Crisis Response: Guitar Center must issue a public apology that is separate from Taylor Guitars’ and 
directly acknowledges Dr. Van Hook’s specific experience. This apology should take accountability for the failure 
in its internal process, particularly the misrepresentation of the item as new when it was a returned product. Do 
not attempt to justify the practice. A sincere, direct apology and an offer of a full refund, plus an additional goodwill 
gesture, is necessary to contain the crisis. 
 
* Short-Term Policy Adjustments: The company must immediately cease the practice of selling returned items as 
"new." All returned products must be processed as "used" or "open-box" and sold at a clear, advertised discount. 
A mandatory, standardized sanitization and inspection protocol should be implemented for all floor models before 
they are sold to ensure they are in acceptable condition. A record of this inspection should be provided to the 
customer. 
 
* Long-Term Strategic Changes: Guitar Center should overhaul its inventory labeling system. A tiered approach 
with labels such as "New (Factory-Sealed)," "New (Floor Model)," and "Used/Open-Box" would provide 
transparency and align with consumer expectations. Customer service training must be enhanced to empower 
store and corporate managers to handle high-profile complaints with a more personalized, non-scripted approach. 
This includes a clear escalation path for complex or publicly visible issues to a dedicated team with greater 
authority to provide meaningful remedies. 
 
Recommendations for Taylor Guitars 
 
Taylor Guitars' primary objective is to protect its brand integrity and its reputation for quality. 
 
* Immediate Crisis Response: Taylor Guitars should issue a public statement that reaffirms its brand promise of 
quality and addresses the incident head-on. The company should distance itself from its representative’s use of 
the "industry standard" defense and state that while floor models are a common part of retail, the sale of a dirty 
and malfunctioning instrument is unacceptable and in direct contradiction of its brand values. A senior executive 
should contact Dr. Van Hook directly to offer a personal apology and seek to resolve the issue at a corporate 
level. 
 
* Short-Term Policy Adjustments: The company should review its authorized dealer agreements, particularly with 
major retailers like Guitar Center. These agreements should be amended to include stricter guidelines on how 
floor models and returned items are handled and sold. Taylor should also consider creating a "Taylor Certified 
Floor Model" program that requires dealers to perform a professional setup, inspection, and sanitization of any 
instrument before it can be sold with a "new" designation. 
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* Long-Term Strategic Changes: Taylor Guitars should launch a public-facing campaign to redefine the customer 
experience. This campaign could highlight its commitment to quality and transparency by offering customers the 
option to request a "factory-sealed" instrument at the time of purchase. The company should invest in a more 
robust customer support system that can identify and escalate complaints from influencers or high-profile 
individuals to a dedicated response team, bypassing generic, scripted bots. 
 
Recommendations for the Music Retail Industry 
 
This case presents an opportunity for the entire music retail industry to proactively address a systemic issue. 
 
* Call to Action for a Unified Standard: Industry associations, such as NAMM, should lead a task force to establish 
and promote clear, consumer-friendly standards for the sale of floor models and returned merchandise. This 
initiative would help to standardize the definition of "new" and provide a clear framework for transparent 
communication. 
 
* Guidance on Transparent Communication: The industry must develop and disseminate best practices for 
transparent inventory labeling and communication. This could involve providing clear guidance on how to label 
instruments that have been handled, used, or returned, thereby bridging the gap between industry practice and 
consumer expectation. 
 
* Encourage Best Practices: Retailers should be encouraged to adopt practices that add value to the customer 
experience, such as offering a complimentary professional setup for any floor model purchase. A clear distinction 
between new, floor model, and used inventory—both in-store and online—should be a mandatory standard to 
build consumer trust and loyalty. 
 
VI. Conclusion 
 
The conflict between Dr. Steven R. Van Hook and the corporations of Guitar Center and Taylor Guitars is a critical 
lesson in modern commerce. It illustrates the growing power of a single, well-articulated consumer complaint in 
the digital age. The fragility of corporate reputation is underscored by the speed at which a private grievance can 
become a public crisis, particularly when a company’s policies and communications are out of sync with 
consumer values. The "industry standard" defense, once a quiet justification, has become a liability that exposes 
the entire sector to legal and reputational risk. 
 
The resolution of this case will set a precedent for the music retail industry and beyond. Only by embracing 
transparency, re-evaluating outdated practices, and prioritizing a customer experience that aligns with modern 
expectations can brands and retailers protect their integrity, restore consumer trust, and secure their future in a 
rapidly evolving market. 
 

*    *     * 
 
 


