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Preface to the 

Second Edition

 

T his might be the most boring book on customer service you will ever come across. And if you’re in customer ser-vice you need this book, because I guarantee you it will help you! It may not entertain you. If you want that, rent a movie.

It will, however, make you a better customer service provider,

and it will make you safer and help reduce stress from difficult customer situations.

You’ve probably seen those commercials for the cough

syrup brand that tastes so bad? It’s a fun ad campaign and it’s memorable. One remembers the simple fact that the cough syrup works.This book is like that. It might taste a little bad, but it works great.

In a short customer review of the first edition of this book, a

reader said he thought the book was deadly dull. Authors don’t like that. I didn’t like it. Then I was asked to write the second edi-tion of this book—the one you hold in your hand. Now I had to read the original book, and darned if I had to agree. It’s boring!

The other thing I noticed (and this was reflected in other

more detailed reader reviews) was that the content is really real-ly good. OK. I’m biased, but seriously, there’s much in this book


Preface to the Second Edition

 

you won’t find elsewhere. The examples are thorough and clear. The explanations are straightforward. It’s been six years since the original book, and there wasn’t a single technique or customer service strategy that could be removed. The practical hands-on guidance on what to say when is still way ahead of anything else out there on the market.

Only it’s still boring.Yes,a fair amount of the text was edited and

improved. Yes, we added a new section on social media, and it’s a wee bit less boring. Not quite the potboiler, though. Never will be.

This book isn’t meant to be read like a novel. It’s a reference

book and a tutorial, and you can pick and choose the sections you want when you need them. As such, there’s some duplica-tion to ensure that you don’t need to read it from beginning to end to learn from it.

I’m very pleased to be writing this introduction to the second

edition of this book since it means that enough people found the first edition useful enough to justify updating it. Since 2005 when the first edition of this book was published, many things have changed in the customer service arena. But many aspects of cus-tomer service remain the same. Great customer service is still one of the most effective ways to hold on to your customers and ensure they’ll do business with your company in the future. And doing a good job providing customer service can still provide you with a great sense of satisfaction and job enjoyment. The most compelling reason to learn about and deliver good customer service is this: When you deliver good customer service to your customers, you experience less stress, and less hassle and grief from customers.They argue less.They’re much less likely to insult you, and they’re less demanding. They don’t threaten you even though they’re unhappy (“I’ll have your job!”). You can save huge
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amounts of time. Customer service skills still help you keep your happy customers happy and help prevent customers from becoming unhappy and taking out their frustrations on you.

So what about the changes? The biggest apparent change

has been the emergence of social media platforms (Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, and others) as “places”where millions of cus-tomers and potential customers “hang out” and share things. One of the things people can share much more easily now is their positive and negative experiences with companies. When things go wrong, they yell. When things go right, they whisper. The implications of this behavior coupled with the apparent huge numbers of people (which may be a bit of an overstate-ment) using these platforms has companies jumping on the bandwagon. Large companies like IBM, Ford, Dell, and HP are “there,”and many small or micro-sized businesses are also exper-imenting (and usually failing) at the use of social media for cus-tomer service. Whether these changes are good or bad, there’s no question that those involved in customer service need to understand the new media so they can use them effectively, both at a strategic and a tactical level (that is, communicating with customers).

This brings us to the most significant changes in this edition.

We’ll help you understand what social media can be used for, and how you can use them to offer improved customer service. Yes, we’ll offer you phrases to use, but we’ll explain to you how to strip away the hype from the truth so you won’t waste resources. You’ll understand not only what you can accomplish via social media, but also what you can’t accomplish. The goal: intelligent, effective use of social media, without wasted resources.
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Quick Overview of the Book The focus: to give you the tools to interact with customers more effectively, so the company, the customer, and you—the person dealing with the customer—all benefit.It’s a different kind of book about customer service. It’s not full of principles or platitudes or handy customer service slogans. It focuses on doing.What should you do with a customer who is swearing at you? What do you do to prevent customers who have waited a long time from getting really angry? What do you do to provide advice to customers so it will be heard and appreciated? This book answers these questions, and many others about customer service situations—specifically and precisely.This book is about solutions.

Organization

Part One of this book has two chapters. In Chapter 1, we’ll cover some basics, so you can increase your understanding of what customers want from you, and the things that cause customers to hit the roof. We’ll talk about various types of customers (inter-nal and external, paying and nonpaying), and we’ll explain how you can best use this book.




Chapter 2 describes dozens of very specific customer service

strategies, listed in alphabetical order. The explanations included here will help you decide when to use what techniques and in what customer situations. It’s very important that you read and under-stand this chapter because doing so will enable you to modify your responses to fit each situation.You can’t serve customers by mem-orizing phrases and regurgitating them.You must understand why and when they fit, and modify them to suit your situation.

In Part Two, we describe 60 common and not-so-common

customer service situations along with specifics for dealing with
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each one them. Even if we haven’t included all of the situations you deal with on the job, you can modify the solutions to fit the situations you do face. Regardless of whether you work in retail, the hospitality industry, government, or as a call center customer service rep, the situations and solutions will be very useful to you.

In Part Three you’ll find brand-new content to help you make

use of and benefit by using social media platforms to communi-cate with and provide customer service to your customers. We’ll give you some explanations about social media, mention critical differences between different platforms, and present you with six more customer service situations/functions and how you carry them out on social media. We end the chapter with more uncommon insight into social media and their limitations as cus-tomer service tools.

 

Conclusion

Far too much customer service training and far too many cus-tomer service books tell you only what you already know. Do you really need to be told again that you should smile? Or shake hands? No. But you might find it useful to know when it’s a bad idea to smile at a customer. You’ll learn that from this book.

Here’s the bottom line about this book:You may come across

a few things you already know. You’ll also come across tech-niques you probably haven’t thought about. If you work at using these techniques properly, and focus on doing things that result in win-win-win for you, the customer, and your company, you’ll be better at your job, better at customer service than less-informed people, and you really will help your employer and yourself be more successful. As a big bonus, you’ll save yourself a lot of hassle and grief.
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The Customer Service Zone Website I’ve created a website called the Customer Service Zone, where you will find hundreds of articles on customer service. Use of the site is free of charge.It’s one of the best free Internet resources on customer service in the world, and more than one million people have visited. Come by and you can have your say, comment, and

ask questions.To visit, go to www.customerservicezone.com and continue to learn about and develop your customer service skills.
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Chapter 1

 

Basics of Customer Service

 

T here must be a billion words written about customer service. Advice abounds, from the banal and obvious (smile when you talk on the phone) to complex and dif-ficult suggestions about how to “create a corporate culture of excellent customer service.”

Amid all the words, simple or fancy, is a basic hidden truth

about customer service: the person who interacts directly with the customer determines whether that customer perceives that he or she is receiving poor customer service, excellent service, or something in between. If you serve customers directly, you have the power to affect their perceptions. That customer contact is where “the rubber meets the road.”

If you provide service to customers, your words and behav-

iors are the tools you use to create a positive customer percep-tion of you and the company you work for. Whether you’re a novice working with customers or a seasoned pro, what you do and say will affect how customers see you. You can’t help it. Customers will form opinions, so you might as well learn how to create positive opinions. But you need to know how to do that.
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It might be that you get paid minimum wage and you don’t

plan to stay in your customer service job. Why care what cus-tomers think? The answer is simple—self-interest! Customers who form negative opinions about you can make your life miser-able. When they get angry, they complain, slow down service for others (making them mad), threaten, swear, and otherwise do things that add stress to your job. In some cases, their anger can escalate to the point where your physical safety is at risk. All because you couldn’t be bothered or didn’t care. It’s to your ben-efit to provide decent customer service just for these reasons. More on what’s in it for you in a moment.

That’s what this book is for—to teach you about the dozens

and dozens of techniques you can use when interacting with cus-tomers so they’ll walk away with positive feelings about the expe-rience.You’ll learn about very specific things you can do or say in all kinds of customer interactions.You’ll learn how to deal with difficult customers.You’ll learn how to approach customers and how to get information from them so you can do your job.You’ll learn to deal with customer service problems quickly, efficiently, and profession-ally. Best of all, the techniques in this book will fit your needs, whether you serve burgers, staff the desk in a hotel, help people in health care environments, or even work for the government.

This book will tell you exactly what to do and say, and it will

provide you with numerous examples so you can use customer service techniques effectively.

Let’s get started!

What’s in It for Me?

Why should you be concerned with providing excellent cus-tomer service? You don’t own the company. You may not get
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paid more for providing excellent customer service. So, what’s in it for you?

There are three powerful reasons for learning to provide

great customer service: greater job satisfaction, reduced stress and hassle, and enhanced job success.

First, very few people derive any job satisfaction when they

feel that the time they spend at work is “wasted.”Most of us need to feel useful and productive—to make a difference, whether it’s helping a fast food customer make healthier food choices or dis-pensing legal advice. When you provide high-quality customer service, you feel that you’re making that difference and can derive pride in your work. The day goes faster.

When you do a good job with a customer, such as calming

down someone who’s angry and complaining, you feel good about having achieved something. Perhaps more important than your own perceptions are the customer’s perceptions, when you do a good job with a customer and he or she tells you what you’ve achieved. That feedback helps you feel good about your-self and your performance. Doing a good job and taking pride in how you serve customers are ways to prevent job burnout.

Second, deliver quality customer service and you will save

yourself a lot of stress and hassle. When you learn and use cus-tomer service skills, you are far less likely to get into protracted, unpleasant, and upsetting interactions with a customer. You make yourself less of a target for customer wrath.That’s because customer service skills help keep customers from becoming angry and reduce the length and intensity of the anger when and if difficult customer service situations occur.

Third, learning and using quality customer service techniques

helps form the perceptions of those who may be able to help your
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career—supervisors, managers, and potential employers. Using these techniques makes you look good to everyone, and that’s critical in getting promoted, receiving pay raises, and getting new job opportunities. Managers and supervisors notice when a cus-tomer asks for you specifically because you do such a good job or comments positively about how you’ve helped.

Of course, you may have other reasons to want to provide

the best customer service possible. You may want to contribute to the success of your employer. You may like the feeling of hav-ing other employees look up to you as a good model.Or you may even benefit directly if you work on a commission basis. In many jobs, people who are good at customer service earn more.

Regardless of your reasons, quality customer service tech-

niques can be learned, and you can learn them with a little effort.

In the rest of this chapter, we’ll provide an overview of cus-

tomer service principles and issues and explain how to use this book. In the next chapter, we’ll describe 60 techniques you should be using. The rest of the book is dedicated to showing you how to use those techniques.

Different Kinds of Customers Before we continue, we should clarify what the word “customer” means.

You’re probably familiar with our starting definition: the cus-

tomer is the person who pays for goods or services that you pro-vide. This definition works in some contexts, but not all. It breaks down in situations where money doesn’t directly change hands. For example, people often interact with government, public schools, and other organizations. They receive goods or services from them, but do not pay anything directly to them.We need to
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change our definition so that people who interact with these organizations fall under our definition of customer, since they, too, deserve high-quality customer service, even if they aren’t paying directly.

Here’s a better definition: the customer is the person next in

line who receives your output (service, products). That person may purchase goods or services directly or receive output you create or deliver without direct payment.The person may be out-side your company, but this definition also includes anyone with-in the company who receives output from you.

There are four basic types of customers. Regardless of type,

each customer deserves to receive top-quality customer service, and each can make your work life miserable if you don’t provide it.

First, there are external paying customers.These are the peo-

ple who pay to eat in a restaurant, pay for health care and legal advice, or pay to stay in a hotel.

Second, there are internal customers. These are people who

receive output (services, products, information) that you create or provide, but who are in the same organization as you. Internal customers may be billed via interdepartmental charge systems, or there may be no payment system in place. For example, human resources staff members involved in hiring employees, in effect, work for internal customers (the managers of the work units needing new employees). The technician who maintains company computers works for internal customers (the people who use the computers he or she maintains).

Third, there are external nonpaying customers. These cus-

tomers receive services, goods, or other outputs but don’t direct-ly pay for them. For example, the tourist who visits a traveler’s information kiosk by the highway may receive tourist information


Perfect Phrases for Customer Service

 

(outputs) and maps (goods), but doesn’t pay directly. That tourist is a customer.Another example is the parent who attends the par-ent-teacher meeting at the local public school. He or she receives outputs and services from the teacher, but doesn’t pay the teacher directly. That parent needs to be treated like a customer, too.

That brings us to the fourth type of customer, regulated cus-

tomers. Government organizations interact with people in ways that aren’t oriented toward providing something to individuals, but are involved in regulating them for the common good. It might seem like people regulated by the government through licenses, zoning regulations, permits, and other controls are really not customers. We want to include them, however, because even though government regulates them, they still deserve the best possible levels of customer service. Including this group under the term customer reminds us (and, hopefully, government employ-ees) that even when employees are telling people what to do or what they are allowed (or not allowed) to do, they need to apply principles of customer service.This applies to border guards,immi-gration officials, health inspectors, building code enforcers, and to every position you can imagine in the public sector.

 

First Things First—Dispelling an Important Customer Service Myth

We need to address the single most popular false idea about customer service. It’s a great slogan, credited to H. Gordon Selfridge, who passed away in 1947. No doubt you’ve heard the phrase,“The customer is always right.” Unfortunately, it’s wrong and misleading.
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Clearly the customer is not always right. Customers make

unreasonable requests and have unreasonable expectations. Customers sometimes even play fast and loose with the truth. Customers may not understand your company and what you can and can’t do for them.

Practically speaking, you can’t operate under the assumption

that the customer is always right. You can’t give every customer what he or she asks for.

Can we come up with a phrase or two that realistically

describe how we should treat customers? Yes. Here are two short phrases that fit the bill.

■ The customer always deserves to be treated as if he or she

is important and his or her opinions, needs, and wants are worth your attention.

■ The customer deserves to receive maximum effort of those

serving him or her, even when the customer’s expectations, wants, and needs may be impractical.

Since the customer isn’t “always right” and it’s often not pos-

sible to give the customer what he or she wants, what are the implications for customer service? 

It’s simple. The customer has other important wants and

needs besides getting what he or she is asking for. Even in situa-tions where you can’t do what the customer asks, you can con-tribute to development of the customer’s positive impression about how he or she is treated. That’s what we’ve captured in the two phrases above.We need to focus not only on what we provide to the customer, but on how we provide it.That’s the key to realistic, excellent customer service.To do that,you need to understand these other wants and needs—and that’s where we’re going to go next.
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Understanding What Customers Want One thing about the customer service techniques you’re going to learn: you can’t succeed with them by memorizing them or using them in every situation. The key to customer service is doing the right thing at the right time.

To be able to choose the right techniques and to use them

effectively, you have to understand what customers want. Knowing this will help you make sense of the techniques you’ll be looking at. Below is a list of the most important customer wants and needs.When you address these, you create positive customer perceptions about you and your company.That means fewer argu-ments, fewer hassles, and better customer relationships. Customers want:

■ problem solved

■ effort

■ acknowledgment and understanding ■ choices and options

■ positive surprises

■ consistency, reliability, and predictability ■ value (not necessarily best price) ■ reasonable simplicity

■ speed

■ confidentiality

■ sense of importance

Customers want their problem solved.They want to get what

they want from you, whether it’s a product, service, or other out-put. This is the customer service “want” that most people are familiar with. However, it’s not always possible to give the cus-tomer what he or she wants, which is where the rest of the
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“wants” come in. Even if you can’t solve the customer’s problem, you can create positive perceptions by addressing the other, less obvious customer wants.

Customers expect that you (and your company) will make an

effort to address their problems, concerns, and needs, even if you can’t give them what they want. Customers respect effort, often pay attention to effort above and beyond the call of duty, and will turn on you (create hassles) if they sense that you aren’t mak-ing an effort. Many of the techniques you’ll learn later in this book work because they demonstrate “effort above and beyond the call of duty.”

Customers want and expect to have their wants, needs,

expectations, feelings, and words acknowledged and under-stood. That means listening and proving to the customer that you have “got” what he or she is saying. Customers who feel understood and acknowledged feel important, and that’s a vital part of good customer relationships.

Customers also want to feel they have choices and options

and are not trapped by you or your company. They want to feel they can decide and that you’re helping them, rather than the other way around. When customers feel helpless or powerless, they’re more likely to become frustrated, angry, and aggressive.

Customers also appreciate “positive surprises.” Positive sur-

prises are things you do that go above and beyond their hopes and expectations (going the extra five miles). They include offer-ing discounts or providing some other benefit that’s normally unavailable to them. Positive surprises are most useful when dealing with difficult or angry customers.

Consistency, reliability, and predictability are also important

customer wants. Customers expect that you will treat them in a
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consistent way and that you’ll always do what you say you’ll do. By acting in accordance with these wants, you provide the cus-tomer with a sense of security and confidence in both you per-sonally and in the company. This builds loyalty.

Customers also expect value for their investments of time

and money. What’s interesting here is that while money (price) is part of the value equation, it’s only a part.When customers look at value, they also take into account how they’re treated, the quality and expertise of the advice they receive from you to help them make decisions, and a number of other factors. You may not be able to affect the price of services or products you provide, but you can add value by helping the customer in other ways.

Reasonable simplicity is another important customer want.

These days many people are overwhelmed by a complex world. If you complicate the customers’ world or make them jump through a number of hoops, they will become frustrated and angry. One of your customer service roles should be to make things easier for the customer, not more complicated, without oversimplifying or treating the customers in a conde-scending way.

Speed and prompt service are also important. At minimum,

customers want you to make the effort to help them quickly and efficiently. They also expect that you will not create situations that have them waiting around unnecessarily.While you may not always be able to control how fast a customer is served, you can convey a sense that you’re working at top speed.

Confidentiality is an important aspect of customer service.

Clearly customers want you to keep their sensitive information to yourself,but it goes further than that.Customers also want a degree of privacy even when talking to you about what may seem to be a
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mundane or nonsensitive issue. Customers may feel uncomfort-able if there are other staff or customers crowding around them.

We’ve left the most important need for last. Customers need

the sense that they are important. Many of the above wants tie into this. Listening to and acknowledging customers demon-strates that you believe they are important.So does arranging for pleasant surprises or making an effort. Many of the specific phrases and techniques you’re going to learn tie directly into helping the customer feel important.

How to Get the Most from This Book There is no “right”way to use this book, so you’ll need to find what works for you. Here are some suggestions you might find useful.

Some people will prefer to read the book from cover to

cover, which can be effective. We suggest that you read the first and second parts carefully before you move on to the specific dialogues and examples, since doing so will help you make sense of the specific applications of the techniques.

However, you may prefer to browse or to look for specific

solutions to specific customer service situations that are particu-larly relevant to you. That’s fine, too.

To be systematic and organized about learning customer

service techniques, you might want to cover one example a day. Each day you can spend five minutes on a particular example, then try to use the techniques in your work. You can learn in small bits, which keeps you from being overwhelmed and will actually improve your learning and retention.

Hints

We’ve tried to include dialogues and examples from many pro-fessions and job types. The specific techniques for customer
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service are universal and apply across almost all customer situa-tions. Even if the examples don’t pertain directly to the kind of work you do, you’ll learn how the techniques in the examples can and should be used. Don’t be put off if the example isn’t quite perfect for your job. Adapt it as necessary.

When you look at the techniques and examples, keep in

mind the relationship of the technique to the customer wants and needs we’ve just explained.Think about how the techniques can be used to help the customer understand that you believe he or she is important and that you’re making an effort. That will help you understand the proper use of the techniques.

For Those Wanting to Help Others Learn Customer Service Skills

Managers, supervisors, and trainers may want to use this book as a basis for training others in customer service skills.The design of this book makes it easy to do so, since it’s short, concise, and modular. Learners need not be exposed to the entire book at one time or in one training session. Individual skills can be covered quickly, even in short lunchtime meetings or staff meetings.

Finally, we regularly publish new customer service material

at The Free Customer Service Resource Center on the Internet at

http://customerservicezone.com. It’s a great place to visit, inter-act, and learn.

Time to look at the tools of customer service—the things

you can do and say to deal effectively with customer service sit-uations that run from the basic and simple to the very challeng-ing and difficult.




Chapter 2

 

Customer Service Tools

and Techniques

 

T here are tools and techniques for every trade and pro-fession. Carpenters have their hammers, saws, and screwdrivers, and must know how to use them properly. Plumbers have their pipe wrenches, pipe cutters and benders, and the rest. Other professionals—accountants, doctors, psy-chologists, and so on—also have tools and techniques they need to master. Customer service reps are no different, although their tools are less tangible. The tools and techniques of effective customer service have to do with what employees say and do with reference to each customer.

Top-notch customer service employees can match each tool

to the requirements of specific situations. When you understand the tools and the basics of customer service from  Chapter 1, you can choose the right tools for each customer service “job.”

In this section, we will describe and explain each of the major

customer service strategies at your disposal. Since customer service involves human interactions that aren’t always pre-dictable, using these tools won’t guarantee the positive result we
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might want. However, use these tools and you’ll increase the chances of a successful interaction with each customer, whether that customer is currently happy or is angry and upset.

Since Part Two contains numerous examples of how to use

the customer service techniques and tools, the descriptions in this section are relatively short. You’ll find that in real life it won’t always be easy to determine whether a “perfect phrase”is part of one customer strategy or another. Phrases can actually fit multi-ple strategies. Don’t worry about what a strategy is called. Try to understand how the strategy works and how you will use it or modify it to improve customer service.

Strategies are presented in alphabetical order.

 

Above and Beyond the Call of Duty Going above and beyond the call of duty means doing some-thing that you don’t have to do. It’s doing something extra. Customers, even difficult ones, often display extreme gratitude and loyalty when you demonstrate that they are so important that they’re worth going beyond what’s required. That’s one of the secrets to good customer service—demonstrating through your actions that your customer is important and special.

 

Acknowledge Customer’s Needs When customers see you make an effort to understand their needs (even if you can’t meet them), it’s more likely they will view you positively. Acknowledging needs may involve rephrasing something the customer has said to you (for example, “I under-stand that you want to get the best value for your money”), or it may involve responding to something you observe about the customer (for example,“I can see that you must be in a hurry”).
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Acknowledge Without Encouraging When you deal with an angry or difficult customer, it’s important to prove to him or her that you understand the facts surrounding the situation and the feelings the customer is experiencing. The catch is that “what you focus on,you get more of”—and you don’t want to encourage the customer to continue difficult or angry behavior that interferes with helping him or her. “Acknowledge Without Encouraging” really involves the combination of two techniques.

The first set involves using both empathy statements and

refocus statements together. First, you acknowledge the feelings in a short sentence, and without stopping, you refocus or steer the conversation back to the problem and away from the cus-tomer’s emotions.

Similarly, you can do the same thing around demonstrating

your understanding of the facts of the customer’s situation by combining active listening with refocusing. Reflect back your understanding of the customer’s situation, and then refocus back to problem solving.

The important thing to remember is the principle. You need

to acknowledge the facts of the situation and the emotions, but you don’t want to dwell on them. Focusing on them results in longer interactions that tend to be more emotional.

 

Active Listening

Active listening proves to the customer that you’re paying atten-tion and that you believe the customer and what he or she has to say are important. It involves rephrasing the key points of what the customer has said and reflecting them back to the cus-tomer, often in the form of a question. For example: “So, you’re
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saying that you’re sure there are parts missing from the product and you want a complete refund. Is that right?”

 

Admit Mistakes

People in general—and, of course, customers in particular—tend to respect those who are honest and open about mistakes and who take rather than avoid responsibility. When mistakes occur, it’s often good strategy to admit to the mistake, whether you made it personally or the company you represent made it. Even if you’re not completely sure where the problem occurred and who caused it, admit to the possibility of a mistake. This avoids unnecessarily provoking a customer by representing yourself or the company as infallible.

When admitting mistakes, use very short sentences and then

move on to solving whatever problem exists.

 

Allow Venting

You’re probably familiar with the concept of venting. By allowing the customer to let off steam uninterrupted, the idea is that the customer will eventually calm down on his or her own.While this may work, you should know there are two types of people. Venters are people who will calm down if allowed to let off steam. Obsessors, however, will get angrier and angrier the more they talk about their upsets or grievances.

If you allow a person to vent and find that she or he is get-

ting more and more agitated, additional active measures are needed, such as empathy statements, attempts to refocus, neu-tral mode, and so on.
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Apologize

A sincere apology can help calm a customer, particularly when you or your company has made an error. You can apologize on behalf of your company. Keep in mind that tendering an apology doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re admitting responsibility. As with admitting a mistake, your apology should be “short and sweet,” followed by refocusing on solving the problem or addressing the customer’s needs.

Perfunctory or insincere apologies are worse than saying

nothing at all and tend to anger customers. Also, due to a gen-eral overuse of the words “I’m sorry,” apologies aren’t as power-ful as you might think. They should always be used along with other techniques.

 

Appropriate Nonverbals

Nonverbals are body language. Customers decide whether you’re paying attention to them and want to help based on whether you look at them when you speak (or listen), and whether you stand or sit in an attentive posture. If you fidget, look away or at your watch, or seem distracted, they will believe you’re in a hurry to get rid of them.

 

Appropriate Smiles

Most customer service training stresses the importance of smil-ing.There’s no question that a warm smile is valuable.However— and it’s a big “however”—smiles (and other facial expressions) must fit the situation. For example, if a customer is exceedingly upset about how she has been treated, showing a huge smile and chuckling will be inflammatory and might even provoke vio-lence.Smiles need to be appropriate to the situation and the cus-
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tomer’s state of mind. Smiling at the wrong time can send the message that you aren’t taking the customer seriously.

 

Arrange Follow-Up

Not all customer problems can be addressed right away. Many require follow-ups or additional communication. For example, if you don’t have an answer to a customer’s question, you might find the answer and call the customer back within a few minutes. Proper follow-up tells the customer he or she is important to you.

Arranging follow-up should include three things: (1) explain-

ing what you’ll do between now and the actual follow-up, (2) giv-ing a specific time by which you will get back to the customer, and (3) offering a choice as to the form and timing of the follow-up (for example, you call back, you send an e-mail, the customer calls you). Needless to say, when you arrange a follow-up, you must be able to fulfill your promise—and you must do so.

 

Ask Probing Questions

This technique refers to the use of a series of questions to clarify a customer’s needs, feelings, and wants and the facts of his or her situation. Probing questions are simple ones that cover an issue at a time so as not to overwhelm the customer. A probing ques-tion is directly related to the customer’s answer to the previous question. Probing questions invite the customer to clarify or add to his or her previous response.

For example,“What brought you in today?” is a question. An

alternative is to break this down by first saying, “I see you are browsing the plasma TV sets. Are you interested in more infor-mation about them?” If the customer says “yes,” the employee probes deeper by asking,“Do you have an interest in a particular
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size of TV?” The interaction may continue this way, with the employee asking simple questions in a series, basing each ques-tion on the responses to earlier questions.

Apart from this being an important tool for getting good

information from a customer, it shows that you’re listening, since you’re basing each question on the specifics of a customer response.

 

Assurances of Effort

As mentioned earlier, when customers don’t feel you’re making an effort, they get angry. On the flip side, when customers feel you’re making an effort above and beyond the call of duty, they’re less likely to target you for angry behavior if they can’t get what they want.

An assurance of effort is a statement that tells the customer

you’ll do your best to meet his or her needs. For example:“I can see you’re in a hurry and I’m going to do my best to get this wrapped up in a few minutes.”

Notice that an assurance of effort is different from an assur-

ance of results.You can always assure the customer that you will try, even if you don’t yet know if you can give the customer what he or she wants.

 

Assurances of Results

An assurance of results is a stronger statement than an assurance of effort: it promises that the customer will have his or her prob-lem resolved. An assurance of effort doesn’t promise results, so it can be used in almost any situation. Assurances of results should be made only when you can legitimately guarantee the results you are promising.
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Audience Removal

Some angry customers will “play to the audience” in public situa-tions where others are present. You can tell this is happening by observing whether the customer seems to be looking to other cus-tomers or bystanders for approval or talks to them. Removing the audience involves arranging for the customer to be served away from the audience, usually in an office space. Here’s an example of how to do it: “Mr. Jones, I’m sure you’d prefer that your privacy is protected, so let’s go to the office and we can continue there.”

 

Bonus Buy Off

This technique involves offering something of value to the cus-tomer as reimbursement for inconvenience or other problems. The offer need not be of significant monetary value, since the point is to be perceived as making an effort. It’s used primarily when the organization has made an error, but it can also be used when there is no error and the employee wants to make a good-will gesture.

 

Broken Record 

This technique is used primarily with customers who won’t work with you to solve their problems. Its intent is to send the mes-sage: we’re not going to continue the conversation until we deal with the specific issue that I want to deal with.

It involves repeating the message, but in different words, until

the customer starts to work with you. For example:“You have sev-eral options. [Describe them.] Which would you prefer?”

If the customer ignores this, you repeat the message, but in

different words: “You can [option one] or [option two]. Do you have a preference?”
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The same message can be repeated four or five times, until

the customer finally chooses one.

This technique can also be used for expressing empathy,with a

customer who is too angry to engage in specific problem-solving.

 

Close Interactions Positively A relatively simple technique to end conversations, “Closing Interactions Positively,” usually involves offering pleasantries (for example, “Thanks for coming in” or “I appreciate your patience and apologize for the delay”). You want to end each interaction, even if it’s difficult, on a positive note. Warning: No sarcasm is allowed. That will rekindle the flames of anger.

 

Common Courtesy

Common courtesy refers to behaviors based on consideration and politeness in your country or area. They’re basic and you probably know what they are, but it’s important not to lose sight of the importance of using “please” and “thank you,” creating an inviting environment for your customer/guest and using civil lan-guage.You can add your own ideas to what constitutes common courtesy for the people you serve.

Even with such simple techniques, there are important points

to keep in mind. When you’re stressed or rushed you might tend to stop using common courtesy. It’s a natural mistake. In trying to address the customer’s needs quickly (being task-oriented), it’s easy to forget that how you interact with the customer is always important. You need to use common courtesy even when you’re rushing to meet the needs of your customer, unless it’s an emer-gency situation. A health emergency is one example where com-mon courtesy may delay critical actions, such as calling 911.
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Also, remember that you need to use common courtesy

most in situations where you least feel like it. Difficult and obnox-ious customers tend to push employees to respond rudely or at least curtly. Unfortunately, when you neglect common courtesy, problems escalate, so it’s in your interests to be polite and cour-teous, even with the people you feel don’t deserve it. It isn’t about who deserves common courtesy, but what will work and reduce the time you waste. It’s all about what works.

 

Complete Follow-Up

Obviously, when you arrange a follow-up, you need to complete the follow-up. This also applies when your boss initiates the request—following up on his or her behalf. In that situation you contact the individual, identify yourself, explain why you’re fol-lowing up, and request any information you need. Respond to the customer’s problem/issue as needed. Then report back to your supervisor if required.

 

Contact Security/Authorities/Management Most employees aren’t trained in security, self-defense, or other methods for dealing with a violent, highly disruptive, or poten-tially violent customer. If it’s not your job, it’s not your job. Don’t take on the responsibilities of security staff or the police. When faced with violent situations or security threats, contact security personnel, management, and/or the police. Do that first. If your company has a policy on this issue, follow it. Don’t chase cus-tomers or attempt to apprehend them. This strategy also applies in situations where someone has made some sort of threat to you personally or to the company. At minimum, notify your manager
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immediately. Remember that safety is your first priority—for yourself, your colleagues, and other customers.

 

Disengage

Disengaging is a technique most often used with a difficult or aggressive customer. It has several purposes: it serves to temporar-ily halt a conversation that’s getting increasingly emotional and unpleasant,and it’s used if a conversation is going around in circles.

Disengaging means taking a break from the interaction to

allow both parties to calm down or think more clearly so that, when the conversation resumes, it’s more like a “fresh start.” In a situation where the conversation isn’t likely to result in success, offer a reason to stop and resume in a minute or two or after an even longer interlude. For example, you might say, “Mr. Smith, let me take a minute to check your file,” and then suspend the con-versation while you go check. You can also take the more direct approach, as follows: “Mr. Smith, maybe we both need a break so we can approach this fresh. How about if we resume this discus-sion tomorrow? We can set up a time that’s convenient.” This technique can be used in person and on the phone.

Disengaging is similar to using “Timeout.” A timeout is used

to allow the customer to calm down by giving him or her an opportunity to be alone. Disengaging is a conversation break that doesn’t require the customer to be alone.

 

Distract

Use this technique with angry customers to shift their attention away from their anger. It’s designed to break the anger cycle. It works like this: direct the customer’s attention to a physical object with words and a gesture, so the customer needs to break
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eye contact with you. Here’s an example: “If you’ll take a look at the computer screen [swivel monitor and point to a specific spot on the monitor], you’ll see that we have your policy expiration date as November 6. That’s where the problem is.”

Any physical object—brochures, forms, signs—can be used,

but the object should have some relevance to the issue being discussed.

 

Empathy Statements

Empathy statements are used as the primary response to any sit-uation where the customer is upset or frustrated or may get frus-trated or angry in the future.They prove to the customer that you understand his or her emotional state and why he or she is feel-ing that way. You need not agree with why a customer is angry. Just show that you understand.The two things are different.Here are some examples:

■ It seems like you’re pretty upset by the delay. ■ I know it can be frustrating to have to complete these forms. ■ You must have been pretty upset that the product doesn’t

work.

Here’s the key to effective empathy statements. Be specific.

Name the emotion—anger, frustration, upset—and identify the source of the emotion—the delay, forms, product failure. Avoid general statements like “I see where you’re coming from.”

 

Expedite

Expedite means “making things go faster.” In other words, give the impression that you’re doing things to speed up whatever process the customer is trying to get done. You can convey this by talking more quickly and emphatically, while clearing away
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barriers that are slowing down progress toward getting what the customer wants.

 

Expert Recommendations

Customers don’t always know what they want or need.They may be confused about what to do next. Recent research indicates that customers want customer service people to simplify things for them. Providing expert advice or recommendations about products and/or simplifying things so the customer can effi-ciently accomplish what he or she wants is invaluable.

Before giving advice or recommendations,it’s always good to

ask the customer if he or she would like you to provide it. Here’s a key point. When you give advice or make a product recommen-dation, explain why you think a specific product or action would be best for the customer. Provide pros and cons and a balanced recommendation, but highlight benefits of products and not just the fancy features or bells and whistles. Keep it simple unless the person shows a desire to have a more complicated explanation.

 

Explain Reasoning or Actions It’s easy to assume that a customer will understand why you’re doing something or why you’re saying what you’re saying.That’s a mistake. The customer isn’t going to be familiar with your com-pany, policies, and procedures, or at least not as familiar as you are.

Explain what you’re doing for the customer and why you’re

doing it. Customers want to understand what’s going on and can get frustrated or even frightened when they don’t understand. Here’s a simple example: “I’m going to [explain action] so that you’ll be entered in the computer. Then next time you come in things will go much faster.”
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Face-Saving Out

Embarrassing or humiliating a customer is always a bad thing, even in situations where the customer has made a stupid mis-take or is angry and unpleasant. Providing a face-saving out is a way to avoid embarrassing a customer, blaming a customer, or pointing out a customer error or deficiency.

The best way to explain is through example. Let’s say a cus-

tomer appears not to understand what an employee has told him, and, even though the employee has given him written material to help him understand, he’s still not getting it. The employee could say, “Well, if you read the material you were given, you would understand.”That has potential to show up the customer, particu-larly if that person has difficulty reading, which is not uncommon. Instead, the employee can offer a face-saving out as follows: “Perhaps the written material isn’t very clear or I haven’t explained myself well, so let me see if I can talk you through this, since it can get complicated.”This removes the blame component by moving responsibility to the employee, while trying not to point out any reading comprehension problems the customer might have.

 

Find Agreement Points

When the customer sees you as being “on the same side,”he or she is much less likely to strike out at you. One common technique often used in hostage negotiations to create a sense of “we’re in it together”involves looking for things the customer says with which you can agree. Even expressing agreements on small points, like the weather or other topics unrelated to why you’re talking to the customer, can create a better sense of rapport.
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Finish Off/Follow Up

Related to “Arrange Follow-Up,” described earlier in this section, following up or finishing off is the process of getting back to a customer to tie up loose ends, confirm that a problem has been solved, or obtain feedback from the customer. When contacting a customer to follow up, it’s standard to introduce yourself, explain why you’re making the contact, and ask permission to continue or ask if this is a good time. Following up is an extremely important way to show the customer that he or she is valued and his or her opinions and satisfaction matter.

 

Isolate/Detach Customer

Isolating or detaching the customer is another name for remov-ing the audience effect (when the customer plays to other cus-tomers or bystanders) and provides an opportunity for the customer to think more calmly about the situation and how he or she is behaving. The key issue is to provide time for the cus-tomer to think and reflect. See “Timeout” for more details.

 

Level

Level means being honest and forthright without blaming and strong emotion. It’s similar to what some call assertive communi-cation. It may involve expressing your feelings about a cus-tomer’s comments in a calm way or pointing out a customer error in a nonblaming way. It’s not a primary customer service technique, except in situations where you have a long-term rela-tionship with a customer that you want to both keep and build. It’s best used with customers you know well and you know will respond positively to open and honest communication. It’s not recommended for customers you don’t know well.
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Manage Height Differentials/Nonverbals This describes a family of actions you can take when a customer is intruding into your personal space or using a height advan-tage and/or body language to intimidate or put you off balance. If you’re standing and the customer moves into your space, pivot so you’re at a 90-degree angle and not face-to-face. If you are seated and the customer is standing, it’s best to stand. (Get up slowly and calmly.) Often coupled with the distraction tech-nique, the idea is to create a comfort zone for yourself and to move the emphasis from a confrontational position (face-to-face) to a more cooperative one.With customers who use height differentials and enter your personal space, it’s better to use these indirect techniques to manage the situation than to make it an issue by verbally focusing on the space issue.

 

Manage Interpersonal Distance We all have comfort zones when it comes to our interpersonal space. When a person is too close, it can cause us to feel uncom-fortable or even threatened and intimidated. All of those feelings make it more difficult to serve the customer. While customers will sometimes enter your interpersonal space intentionally (that is, get in your face) because they’re angry or frustrated, it may also be unintentional.

Interpersonal space boundaries are both cultural and individ-

ual. Some cultures tend to have small interpersonal space, and people get closer when they talk.Within cultures,individuals differ. What may be uncomfortable for you may be comfortable for the other person.

Be that as it may, manage interpersonal distance so you’re

comfortable. Be aware of the space boundaries of your customers.
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Don’t get too close. If the customer moves backwards or looks away for no apparent reason, you should increase your distance.

If the customer is too close to you, you can use the “90-degree

angle” techniques outlined in “Managing Height Differentials/ Nonverbals.” You can increase distance by directing the person’s attention to something (a product or information) that requires the customer to move away from you. Or, of course, you can step away. If you step away, you should do so in a way that sends the message you’re stepping toward something and not away from the client.Walk toward a product you’re pointing to or to pick up a file. It’s a subtle difference.When you seem to be stepping toward something, it seems less obvious to the customer that you’re step-ping away from him or her.That’s less likely to make interpersonal distance a focal point of your conversation.

Whenever possible, don’t make an issue of interpersonal

space by referring to it directly and verbally.You really don’t want to spend time talking about who is standing where. There are exceptions; for example, when you’re concerned about your physical safety and nothing else works. However, if you do feel physically threatened, your priority would be to extract yourself from the situation immediately.

 

Not Taking the Bait

One of the simplest techniques, and one of the most important when dealing with an angry customer, “Not Taking the Bait,” means not responding to insults, comments, innuendo, or other angry or abusive comments made by a customer. Typically, you can respond indirectly (using empathy statements). The key thing to understand is that if you focus on or even simply acknowledge a customer’s unpleasant comments, you’re going
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to spend more time arguing and talking about those comments than you would if you simply ignored them or responded with empathy statements. An essential tactic, “Not Taking the Bait” requires some self-discipline. Remind yourself that the unpleas-ant customer shouldn’t be allowed to upset you or ruin your day. Don’t lower yourself to the level of an insulting customer.

 

Offering Choices/Empowering One of the major reasons customers get upset is that they feel helpless in the face of policies, procedures, red tape, and other things they perceive are beyond their control. You can counter this feeling by offering choices to customers whenever possible. By offering them choices, you also show respect for their wishes and help them exert some positive control over the discussions, how and when they occur, and related issues. Even simple things, like offering someone a choice of coffee or tea, can create rap-port and prevent conflict escalation.

 

Plain Language

It’s easy to forget that our customers don’t necessarily under-stand the jargon, acronyms, and terms that we use every day and take for granted. Using plain language involves translating our language into language that the customer can understand.

For example, a computer technician might use the term LCD to

refer to a liquid crystal display computer monitor with other tech-nicians, but this term may be foreign to most casual computer users.Some will know it,but some will not,so it’s good to anticipate this. The phrase “computer monitor,” is a much more familiar term. In addition, the technician should be prepared to explain even that term in simple language.For example,“the computer monitor is the
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device that you look at when you use the computer.” In this exam-ple, the technician would use the latter explanation only if the cus-tomer seemed to not understand “computer monitor,” so as not to insult the customer’s knowledge and intelligence.

Another example: A human resource professional might be

comfortable using terms like 401(k), compensation, and spousal benefits, but those terms may not be completely clear to an employee. So, the HR employee could replace 401(k) with com-pany retirement account, compensation with salary, and spousal benefits with medical insurance for your wife and children.The idea is to focus on clarity and simplicity without being patronizing and to remember to communicate for the benefit of the cus-tomer, not yourself.

 

Preemptive Strike

The term preemptive strike is borrowed from the military. In cus-tomer service, it means anticipating a problem a customer might have and addressing or acknowledging it before the customer brings it up. For example, if a customer has been waiting a long time, apologize for the wait or use an empathy statement before the person complains to you. This shows you understand and care about the customer’s frustration. By mentioning the prob-lem first, you demonstrate that you understand and are con-cerned about the customer’s feelings. This technique can go a long way toward preventing interactions from escalating.

 

Privacy and Confidentiality Customers are concerned about keeping their business and their conversations private. Be aware that this can be the case even when no personal information is discussed. When dealing with
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details a customer might want kept between the two of you, make sure you talk in an environment where you can’t be over-heard. Make it clear to the customer that you’re taking steps to protect his or her privacy and confidentiality. Here’s a tip: Some customers want to ensure that their information remains private, even if the information is not what most of us would consider personal. Offer reassurance about privacy and confidentiality, even in situations that might not seem to demand it.If there is no private area, simply do your best.

 

Pros and Cons

Customers see you as more credible or believable when you pre-sent both the pros and cons of a product or service in a balanced way. For example, when describing a particular product, it’s much better to include both its strengths and its weaknesses relative to other products, rather than to present only its strengths or only its weaknesses.The same applies when explaining any options a cus-tomer might have to choose from. Keep in mind that when you present a one-sided view,the customer will wonder why you’re pre-senting what may appear to be an unbalanced perspective and will question or suspect your motives. For example, he might think you get a higher commission on one product compared to the other.

 

Provide Alternatives

Similar to “Offer Choices/Empowering,”this is a simple technique to present alternative products, services, or actions that might apply to the customer’s situation. For example,“You can contact me by phone or e-mail, whichever is more convenient” provides two alternatives to the customer. What’s the difference between offering choices, as described earlier, and offering alternatives?
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When you offer choices, you usually ask the customer which alternatives he or she wants to pursue. Providing alternatives demonstrates your interest in ensuring that the customer under-stands his or her options. It’s informational and doesn’t require an answer from the customer.

 

Provide a Customer Takeaway “Provide a Customer Takeaway” involves giving something phys-ical to the customer to take away, as a bonus or, more often, so he or she has information that can be referred to after your interac-tion. For example, you might provide a brochure, product infor-mation, a written phone number that a customer needs, or a list of steps for a customer to solve a problem, and/or a case number to refer to if the problem continues. Takeaways can also be brief summaries of a conversation. When you provide a takeaway, you’re not forcing the customer to rely on his or her memory. If you don’t have printed material available, you can jot down notes for the customer to take away. Customers see this as help-ful and feel that you are going the extra mile.

 

Provide Explanations

You may be surprised by the idea that employees tend to take for granted that customers understand what they are saying. It hap-pens all the time. Providing explanations means exactly this: you explain. Here’s an example. A customer wants to return some underwear, but your store does not accept such returns for hygienic reasons.You could assume this is obvious, which would be a mistake, or you could explain the reasoning by talking about why your store has that policy, referencing any laws that might apply or that the policy exists to protect every customer.
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When you educate a customer, that person usually becomes

a better customer, easier to serve, and more loyal.

 

Question Instead of State

Questions can be used to soften a statement or command. Let’s say a customer has a complaint.You could say,“Go down the hall and speak to our customer service branch.” But that statement sounds harsh, because it’s a command. People don’t like to be ordered around. Instead, use a question to soften the situation: “Were you aware that you can speak to our customer service branch, and they’ll be able to help you?” In effect you’re saying almost exactly the same thing, but the question form comes across as more cooperative and avoids the impression that you’re ordering the customer around.

 

Refer to Supervisor

There are situations when you can’t help a customer because you lack the authority or information to do so.There are other sit-uations where a customer, usually angry, will respond more politely if he or she can talk with someone perceived as having more status in the organization—a manager or supervisor. We know that when a customer talks with a supervisor or someone else with more status, he or she tends to behave more civilly than with someone seen as having less status.

Whether you can’t help due to lack of authority and infor-

mation or whether you feel the customer will respond more positively with a supervisor, the techniques used are the same. First, ask or confirm that the customer wants to speak with the supervisor. Second, contact the supervisor and explain the situ-ation to him or her. Normally you would provide the supervisor
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with the customer’s name, the problem or issue, and the cus-tomer’s general state of mind. This step ensures that the super-visor isn’t blindsided, eliminates the need for the customer to explain the entire situation, and allows the supervisor to take control of the interaction when he or she makes contact with the customer.

Finally, the supervisor “connects” with the customer. This

might involve the supervisor introducing himself or herself as follows: “Hello, I’m Ms. Jones, and I understand you have some concerns about your billing.” Whether the supervisor initiates contact in person or on the phone, the procedure should be the same.

It’s imperative that you and your supervisor are on the same

wavelength for referrals. Some supervisors don’t ever want cus-tomers referred to them. Some are willing under certain circum-stances, and others are more open.You need to know what your supervisor expects—and the time to find out is not when you have an angry customer waiting. Ask your supervisor when it’s OK to refer customers and how he or she wants the process han-dled. Then abide by those wishes.

 

Refer to Third Party

This technique resembles “Refer to Supervisor” except that the person who receives the customer isn’t a supervisor, but some-one else in the organization, often a coworker. Third-party refer-rals are useful when someone else may know more about the subject at hand than you do, or when you believe that someone else, because of his or her personal style or approach, might work more effectively with a specific customer. Referring to a third party can also be used when a supervisor is unavailable.
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The process works the same way, except that you present the

third party as someone who is expert or knowledgeable, to enhance his or her perceived status. For example: “You might prefer to talk to John Angus. He’s the person who knows the most about [subject of interest to customer].” Again, ensure that you inform the third party about the customer’s situation before he or she interacts with the customer.

 

Refocus

Refocusing a conversation means bringing it back to the original issue or topic. Let’s say an angry customer has a complaint about a product or service. He talks about the problem, but then side-tracks, making critical remarks about the company or about you personally. Those comments aren’t going to help the customer resolve his concern. Couple an empathy statement with a refocus statement as follows: “I can see you’re angry about the product problem. Let’s get back to what we can do to help you. I can sug-gest a few things that might work.”Shift the customer’s attention away from his anger and toward something more constructive.

 

Set Limits

You set limits in situations where a customer is acting in noncon-structive ways. The customer might be raising his or her voice, swearing, or making repeated nuisance phone calls. To help the customer (and keep your sanity), encourage the customer to stop the inappropriate or destructive behavior. There are several parts to setting limits.

The setting limits process uses an “if . . . then”statement.In that

statement identify as specifically as possible the behavior you want to stop.You also identify the consequence that will occur if the cus-
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tomer doesn’t stop.It goes like this: “If you don’t stop swearing,then I’m going to have to end this conversation.” Here, the behavior is “swearing”and the consequence is “end this conversation.”

But you aren’t finished yet. The next step is to provide a

choice statement. So after the “if . . . then” step, you add,“It’s up to you whether you’d like to continue.”

This step is included because we want the customer to

understand that he gets to decide whether to stop swearing and continue the conversation, or continue swearing and end the conversation. By framing it as a choice for the customer, the con-sequence seems less like punishment and something the employee does to the customer.

Handle the entire process of setting limits and enforcing

them calmly, to avoid personalizing the process.

If the customer agrees to the limit, then the conversation can

continue. If the customer continues to swear or argue, then the conversation must be terminated. Here’s what you would say on the phone.“I’m going to end this conversation now. You are wel-come to call back at some other time.” You include the last sen-tence to tell the customer that you’ll be glad to help at some other time—provided that he stops swearing. Once you’ve indicated you’re ending the conversation, you’ll do so unless the customer offers a clear apology or commitment to abide by the limit you set.

Before using limits to end interactions, you should be clear

about your organization’s policies and wishes regarding what constitutes reasonable grounds for ending an interaction or refusing further service. Also remember that setting and enforc-ing limits should be a last resort.Use it only after other techniques have failed to encourage the customer to act more constructively.
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Some People Think That (Neutral Mode) “Neutral Mode” is an indirect way to acknowledge something a customer has said without agreeing or disagreeing with it. That’s why it’s called “Neutral Mode.” Because it’s an unusual, novel, or unexpected response, the technique tends to interrupt the flow of anger or emotion and causes the customer to stop and think.This provides the employee with an opening to use other techniques.

This technique has a specific form. If you change it, it doesn’t

work as well. It goes like this: “Some people do think that [rephrase what the customer said in a straightforward way].”

Let’s say a customer is going on and on about how inefficient

the government is. The employee, wanting to interrupt the flow, or rant, says, “You know, some people do feel that the govern-ment isn’t as efficient as it might be.”

Notice that the employee didn’t say “wastes money” or

“squanders money” or any other stronger, emotionally laden words. That’s important. Always rephrase in a neutral, unemo-tional way.

When the technique works, the customer will respond with a

short sentence or two, then stop. Then the employee uses other techniques to intervene and get control over the conversation. The two most important techniques to use following a “Neutral Mode” statement are “Empathy Statements” and “Refocus.”

 

Stop Sign–Nonverbal

Do you need to get an in-person customer to stop and listen? You can use the nonverbal stop sign to indicate you’d like to say something. The technique is simple, but you need to execute it correctly. Hold up your hand toward the customer, with the palm facing half toward the floor and half toward the customer. In
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other words, your hand should be at about a 45-degree angle. Ensure that you are far enough away from the customer that there will be no risk of physical contact. Keep your hand no higher than the customer’s chest level, not in his or her face.

This technique should not be used with any customer who

appears potentially violent. Also, the stop sign should be raised slowly, not abruptly, and it can be coupled with a simple verbal request, such as,“Hold on a sec.”

 

Suggest an Alternative to Waiting This technique is an extension of the “Provide Alternatives” tech-nique mentioned earlier.When customers are waiting—let’s say in a doctor’s waiting room—the longer they wait, the angrier they get. One reason is they don’t know what to do. Do they have to stay in the waiting room or if they step out for a moment do they risk losing their places? Can they go somewhere and come back? Is there time to grab a cup of coffee?

If you are in charge of the waiting room, it’s good to explain

the reasons for the delay and suggest things customers might do while they wait. Or, indicate they can reschedule if waiting is a problem. A very useful example goes like this:“For those of you with appointments after 3 o’clock, feel free to step out for a cof-fee break or snack in the restaurant next door. Just be sure to be back within a half-hour of your scheduled appointment and you won’t lose your spot.”

 

Summarize the Conversation A simple technique used either in the middle or at the end of a conversation, this involves doing a quick recap of the critical parts of the discussion. Summarize the important details, partic-
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ularly any specific commitments you and/or your customer have made during the conversation.

Summarizing shows that you’re paying attention, but there’s

a more important reason to use it.It’s not uncommon during con-versations for both parties to believe that they understand what’s being said in exactly the same way. If misunderstandings aren’t caught, serious problems can arise. Summarizing allows you to confirm with the customer that both you and he or she under-stand what has been said in the same way.

Summarizing verbally can be accompanied by providing the

customer with a takeaway—a written summary of the conversation.

 

Telephone Silence

It’s sometimes hard to get someone on the phone to be quiet and listen to you, so you can offer help. Some people talk inces-santly when they are upset, angry, frustrated, or frightened. One of the best ways to get a customer to stop talking over the phone is to say absolutely nothing. No words. No “Uh-huh.”Nothing.The customer will stop and ask,“Hello, hello, are you there?” and then wait for a response from you. That gives you an opening to use other techniques and get some control over the conversation.

If you have a mute button, that works even better because it

blocks out all sounds, including background noise. Do not put a customer on hold in this situation. Putting a customer on hold means you can’t hear him or her or know when the person has stopped talking. You wouldn’t be able to jump into the gap to take some control of the conversation.The mute button lets you hear the customer, but the customer can’t hear you or any back-ground noise.
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Thank-Yous

One of the most obvious and simple techniques needs little explanation. Everyone likes to be thanked.Thank people. One tip: Don’t just say, “Thank you.” Be specific. For example, “Thank you for being so patient” or “Thank you for visiting our company.”

 

Timeout

You might be familiar with timeouts in relation to children who are acting out. The principles are similar for adults: the timeout can provide a cooling-off period for customers who are upset or angry, particularly if their anger is getting in the way of you help-ing them.Provide some sensible reason why the customer should wait on his or her own for a minute or two, preferably in a locale away from other people. For example, if you were in an office with a customer, you could say, “I need to check to make sure what I’m saying is accurate. Let me do that. It’ll just take a minute.” Then exit, leaving the customer alone. Return in a minute or two.

Most angry customers are regular people who are upset and

act aggressively only temporarily. When you give them the chance to think about what they’re doing, they will often apolo-gize to you and act more constructively.

It’s important to keep the timeout short. If it goes past a few

minutes, that may provide an additional reason for the customer to escalate the anger. It’s important to understand that timeouts, at least for adults, aren’t punitive. They’re meant to provide time to think.

 

Use Customer’s Name

Another simple technique requires little explanation. Using the customer’s name personalizes the service you provide and indi-
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cates you think the customer is important enough for you to remember his or her name. There’s another advantage: It indi-rectly suggests that you know who he or she is. Anonymity tends to increase aggression.

It’s sometimes difficult to know how to address a customer.

With a woman, do you use Ms., Mrs., or Miss? When do you use a first name? The best way to find out is to ask how a customer would prefer to be addressed.First names are best used with cus-tomers you know well. Also, forms of address are cultural. Ask.

 

Use of Timing with Angry Customers We’ve included this technique because timing is so important when dealing with angry customers. It’s not a technique as much as something you should be aware of. Angry people are often not ready or even able to think logically or in an organized way. If you try to solve a customer’s problem when he or she isn’t ready, it won’t work.

First, deal with the customer’s feelings using various

acknowledgment and empathy techniques. Only when the cus-tomer is acting less upset should you move on (refocus) to solve the specific problem.

Here’s a tip: you’ll know you’re problem-solving too early if

the customer ignores your attempts and you have to repeat yourself because he or she isn’t hearing you.

 

Verbal Softeners

People don’t respond well to language that sounds absolute, authoritarian, or harsh. For example,“We never make those kinds of mistakes” is very categorical and likely to antagonize even mild-mannered customers. Here’s another way to put it: “It’s
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unlikely we’ve made a mistake.” The word “unlikely” is a verbal softener. Other softeners include “perhaps,” “sometimes,” “it’s possible,” and “occasionally.”

Here’s another example for a situation where the employee

believes the customer has made a mistake.You could say,“Clearly, you’ve made a mistake.”That would be bad.You could soften the sentence by saying, “Perhaps you’ve misinterpreted something here.”“Perhaps” is the softener, but notice we’ve also replaced the word “mistake” with “misinterpreted,” a less harsh word.

Verbal softeners are valuable tools in helping you appear

more cooperative and likable to customers and to prevent conflict.

 

Voice Tone—Emphatic

You can use an emphatic voice tone to convey that you’re strongly committed to helping the customer. For example, let’s say a customer has been telling you that he’s late for an appointment and is double-parked and needs to be served quickly. You can respond in a laid-back way, but it’s better to respond more emphatically—“I understand, I will get this done for you!” Note the emphasis on “will.” Emphatic voice tones work best when they match the tone and energy that the cus-tomer is using.

 

When Question

The “When Question” is a cousin of “Neutral Mode.” Its function is to force the customer to think, thereby interrupting the flow of angry or aggressive speech aimed at you. It works on the same principle. The “when” question is an unusual or novel question, and it’s closed-ended so it tends to elicit short answers.You want short answers. It has a specific form that goes like this:
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“When did you start thinking that [summarize in a neutral way a key point from what the customer said]?”

When this works properly, the customer will respond with a

specific time or incident and then stop.That gives you the open-ing you need so you can use other techniques.

Let’s say the customer accuses you of not caring. He says:“If

you gave a damn about me, you’d take care of me properly.”

The employee replies, “When did you start feeling you

weren’t getting the service you wanted?”

The customer answers, “The first time I came in here,” and

then stops talking.

The employee uses that opening to empathize and refocus

the customer back to the issue and to more constructive behavior.

It’s very important, once again, to not repeat any hot or emo-

tional words the customer uses. For example, it wouldn’t work if the employee said, “When did you start thinking I didn’t give a damn about you?”

 

You’re Right!

The “You’re Right!” technique is cousin to “Neutral Mode,” the “When Question,” and “Find Agreement Points.” It serves to sur-prise an angry customer, since the last thing he or she expects in the middle of a rant is for you to say,“You’re right!”You’ll find that emphatic use of this phrase will result in the customer not know-ing what to say next. That provides an opening for you to use other techniques.

The “You’re Right!” method is more emphatic than “Find

Agreement Points.”




Part Two

 

Dealing with Specific 

 

Customer Situations
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1. When You’re Late or Know You’ll Be Late 

 

THE SITUATION

Being late for an appointment or meeting with a cus-tomer is not a good thing. Sometimes delays are unavoid-able due to circumstances beyond your control or because you need to do something for the benefit of the customer. Here are some tips on how to handle situa-tions when you know you’ll be late or actually arrive late.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Apologize (1)

■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (2) ■ Empathy Statements (3) ■ Offering Choices/Empowering (4) ■ Provide Alternatives (5) ■ Thank-Yous (6)

DIALOGUE

The employee realizes he’s going to be at least 10 minutes

late for a meeting with his customer because there was a

delay in printing material needed for the meeting. The employee contacts the customer by phone.

Employee: Mr. Jones, I’m really sorry (1). It looks like I’m

going to be about 10 minutes late to arrive because there’s been a delay in printing out the contracts we need to look at during the meeting (2). I’m printing them out now and shouldn’t be later than 3 P .M. (2).

Customer: Well, I’ve got the VP of finance coming, and I

can’t have him sitting around waiting. I have to tell you I’m not impressed.

Employee: I can understand you are disappointed (3). I

had to decide whether to delay coming over until the contracts were done or to come on time without the contracts (2). If you want to reschedule or if there’s any other way to make this more convenient, I’m flexible (4).

Customer: No, that’s fine.

Employee: If you want to go over the other reports while

you’re waiting, maybe we can shorten the meeting so we can still end at the appointed time (5).

Customer: That’s a good idea.

When the employee finally arrives, this is what he says.

Employee: I have to apologize to all of you (1), and espe-

cially to Mr. Smith [VP of finance], for being late, and thank you for your patience (6). [He then explains the reason for arriving late (2).]

EXPLANATIONS

Most of the techniques used in this example are straight-forward. The use of apologies (1), thank-yous (6), and empathy statements (3) needs no further explanation. 

Here’s what’s important. Even though the delay is

“only” 10 minutes, the employee notifies the customer of the delay and provides an explanation of why he will be late (2). Notification, even when you’ll only be a few minutes late, is always a good thing, because it demon-strates your concern for the customer and his or her time. With the advent of the cell phone, it’s easy to contact cus-tomers even if you’re in transit (but be sure to follow driving/cell phone laws).

If you look at (4), you’ll see the use of offering a

choice to the customer. He offers an “out” so that if the customer needs to reschedule or cancel the meeting, he can do so using the opening the employee provides. 

See Also: 9. When the Customer Has Been Through Voicemail Hell, 11. When the Customer Has Been “Buck-Passed”




2. When a Customer Is in a Hurry

 

THE SITUATION

In this day and age, people often hurry to conduct their business and move on. How can you interact with a cus-tomer who’s in a hurry in a way that reflects that you understand the customer’s need for speed and not anger him or her?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Voice Tone—Emphatic (1) ■ Assurances of Results (2)

DIALOGUE

A customer arrives at an airline counter to check in for her

flight and is clearly flustered, out of breath, and in a hurry.

Customer: Oh lord, I don’t want to miss my flight, my car

broke down, and oh goodness . . .

Employee: We’ll get you on your flight (2). [She looks at

the ticket the customer presents.] No problem. You still have 15 minutes to get to the gate (1, 2). Bags to check (1)?

Customer: Just the one.

Employee: Seat preference, aisle or window (1)?

Customer: Window.

EXPLANATIONS

Since the customer is clearly flustered, the employee first

reassures the customer that she won’t miss her flight (2). In addition to that simple reassurance, the employee informs the customer that she still has 15 minutes to get to the gate. That’s reassuring information.

What really works well here is a tone of voice that

matches the situation. The employee uses a very firm, emphatic tone of voice (1) but also speaks more quickly than normal and in shorter sentences than she would with someone who isn’t feeling so time-pressured. Why? By speaking in a way that conveys urgency, she’s commu-nicating to the customer that she understands the cus-tomer’s situation and is modifying her behavior to address the customer’s need.

HINTS

The way you speak (speed, intensity, length) conveys important messages to a customer. Modify how you speak to fit the context. In this example, the employee speaks more quickly, more intensely, and in short bursts to reflect the urgency of the situation. In a funeral home, this way of speaking would be completely inappropriate. A slower, calmer, and more empathetic tone would fit.

See Also: 3. When a Customer Jumps Ahead in a Line of Waiting Customers, 4. When a Customer Asks to Be Served Ahead of Other Waiting Customers




3. When a Customer Jumps Ahead in a 

Line of Waiting Customers

THE SITUATION

When a customer jumps the queue/line and the employee serves the more aggressive customer first, other customers get justifiably angry and they are likely to blame the employee for not managing the lineup fairly and efficiently. What do you do?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Verbal Softeners (1)

■ Face-Saving Out (2)

DIALOGUE

This situation could occur in any context where people line

up for service—grocery stores, other retail establishments,

banks, hotels, and restaurants. There’s a line of five people

waiting to be served and a sixth person steps into the mid-

dle of the line. Before any of the other customers says any-

thing, the employee intervenes.

Employee: [To the customer who has pushed in.] Perhaps

you didn’t notice that the line actually ends after this gentleman (1). If you could move to the end, I’ll be glad to serve you in turn.

Customer: Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see that.

Employee: No problem. It’s easy to miss (2).

EXPLANATIONS

In this situation it’s important to point out that the cus-

tomer has jumped the line without doing anything that might humiliate or embarrass him or her. In (1) the employee uses a very gentle way to let the customer know about the line, careful not to accuse the customer. The word “perhaps” is a good example of a verbal softener. Notice the difference in tone between what the employee said and the following: “Hey, you jumped the line. Get back to the end.” Quite different.

In (2), you can see an example of a similar technique,

providing a “Face-Saving Out.” Since the customer has apologized, the employee can soften any embarrassment by making it OK, indicating that it’s a mistake that’s easy to make. That ends the interaction on a positive note.

HINTS

It’s important to monitor the line in order to address “pushing-in” issues before another customer does. You don’t want two customers arguing about something that is ultimately your responsibility.

When a customer cuts in, you can’t know whether it’s

an intentional act of rudeness and inconsideration or simply a result of inattention. Always give the benefit of the doubt. To accuse a customer of pushing in intention-ally is almost always guaranteed to start an argument. Even if you have a strong suspicion it was intentional, you must start with a gentle approach. Always use the least possible “force” first.

See Also: 2. When a Customer Is in a Hurry, 5. When a Customer Interrupts a Discussion Between the Employee and Another Customer




4. When a Customer Asks to Be Served 

Ahead of Other Waiting Customers 

THE SITUATION

Here’s a situation you may have encountered if you work in a retail environment. A customer in a line up at the cash register asks whether she can be served without wait-ing, because she is either in a hurry, or feels that her small number of items somehow justifies moving ahead of people with many more items to be processed at the checkout. Denying the request may incur the ire of the customer requesting the “speedup,” while accommodat-ing the request may alienate the people ahead of her in the line. What do you do?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (1)

DIALOGUE

Four people are waiting in line at a grocery store. The first

three people have full baskets while the fourth person has

only three items. The customer with the fewest items gets

your attention and asks if she can go first.

Customer: I’m in a real hurry and I only have a few items,

so can I go ahead of these people?

Employee: Since these people have been waiting longer

and might also be in a rush, it’s really up to them (1). If they don’t mind, I can take you first. Otherwise, the wait is only a few minutes.

Customer: [to others in the line] Does anyone mind if I go

ahead of you?


EXPLANATIONS

The cashier could have made a judgment call in this situ-ation and made the decision himself, but that would have put the cashier in the middle—really between a rock and a hard place. Instead, the employee turns the respon-sibility for the decision back to where it belongs—to the people who might be inconvenienced. He provides the opportunity for the customer in a hurry to ask the others (1), if she chooses to do so. It’s then up to the other cus-tomers. Not only is that the fairest way to deal with this situation, but it also sends the message that the cus-tomers who have been waiting are important to the employee.

HINTS

Notice that the cashier doesn’t volunteer to ask the other customers himself. He puts the responsibility (and the choice) to do so on the customer who wants to be served first. Another reason for doing it this way is that it helps the other customers see the employee as neutral on this issue. 

In situations like this, the employee needs to have a

unanimous “vote” to break with procedure. A majority vote is not enough to change the order/procedure. 

See Also: 2. When a Customer Is in a Hurry




5. When a Customer Interrupts a Discussion

Between the Employee and Another Customer

THE SITUATION

You may face a situation where you’re helping one cus-tomer and a second customer rushes up and interrupts your conversation. It may appear that you’re caught between a rock and a hard place, since if you serve the first customer, the second may become annoyed, and if you serve the second one, the first customer, quite justifi-ably, may feel you are not treating him or her as impor-tant. In this situation we’ll describe a single technique—the “Stop Sign–Nonverbal” tactic.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Stop Sign–Nonverbal (1)

DIALOGUE

In a retail store, the employee has been talking with a pri-

mary customer for three or four minutes. All of a sudden, a

second customer rushes up and interrupts the conversation.

Second Customer: Excuse me, but can you tell me whom

I need to talk to about returning some merchandise?

Employee: [turns to the second customer, makes eye

contact, and holds up hand at about a 45-degree angle toward the second customer] I can help you in just a moment, or you can go to the service desk. [The employee then breaks eye contact and returns to the first customer (1).]

EXPLANATIONS

The first priority is always the customer with whom you’re interacting. Limit your interaction with the interrupting

customer, so it’s as brief as possible. That’s why the employee uses a very short sentence and then immedi-

ately returns his attention to the first customer, indicating

this by shifting eye contact. Note also that the employee, in his short sentence with the second customer, offers an option—wait or go to the service desk.

HINTS

Generally, you should not address the needs of the inter-rupting customer even if you can address them quickly, because it sends a message that the first customer is less important.

As an additional technique, if you feel you can address

the second customer’s concerns quickly, you have the option of asking the first customer for permission to do so as follows: “Do you mind if I help this fellow out while you look at the items you are interested in? It will only take 30 seconds or so.”

See Also: 2. When a Customer Is in a Hurry, 3. When a Customer Jumps Ahead in a Line of Waiting Customers




6. When a Customer Has a Negative Attitude

About Your Company Due to Past Experiences

You may come across a situation where your customer comes in with a “chip on his shoulder” because he believes he has been treated badly in the past or has heard from others that your organization doesn’t treat people well. This tends to happen more often in govern-ment and public sector environments (for example, schools) because, unlike in the private sector, the cus-tomer cannot simply go somewhere else. The person needs to deal with the specific organization, and the organization needs to provide service. How do you deal with the customer with negative preconceptions, whether justified or not?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Active Listening (1)

■ Not Taking the Bait (2)

■ Some People Think That (Neutral Mode) (3) ■ Assurances of Effort (4) ■ Refocus (5)

DIALOGUE

This situation occurs in a government office. The customer

can’t choose to take his business elsewhere and clearly has

some negative preconceptions.

Customer: OK. I need to get these building permits done,

and I don’t want you guys to jerk me around like you usually do or run me through reams of red tape. I don’t have the time.

Employee: It sounds to me like you want to get these

permits done as quickly as possible, right (1, 2)?

Customer: Damn right. You know, nobody likes dealing

with you guys. It’s always a major hassle, and you screw it up half the time.

Employee: Some people get impatient with the process

(3). Let’s see if I can surprise you (4). Since you want to get this done fast, let’s get to it (5). I know you’ve done this before, so you probably have the information you need for the permits (5).

EXPLANATIONS

Before we go through the specifics, what attitude is the

employee demonstrating? Is it defensive? Or is the

employee seeing this situation as a challenge she can win,

turning around the negative attitude? Clearly, it’s the latter.

It’s important not to be defensive, argue, or react in negative ways.

Take a look at the first employee response. The

employee wants to show concern, demonstrate she has heard the customer’s comments, but not encourage the customer to rant and rave about the government organi-zation. She does this by using a listening response (1) and by not taking the bait (2). She doesn’t waste time arguing with the customer to get him to change his mind about the government.

The employee continues to acknowledge the concerns

without encouraging in-depth focusing on his negative impressions by using a technique called “Neutral Mode” (“Some People Think That”) (3). This shows that she is paying attention, without encouraging argument.

In (4) she indicates that she’ll try to offer a better

experience (assurances of effort). Then in (5) she makes the important transition away from the negative feelings

to address the reason the customer has come in—the per-mits. That’s refocusing.

HINTS

As with all situations in which the customer is angry or prepared to be angry, it’s important to acknowledge (show you hear and understand) “where the customer is coming from,” without necessarily agreeing or disagree-ing. However, you don’t want to spend more time than is necessary on the feelings or the past. Acknowledge and then refocus on the task at hand.

Apart from refocusing from anger and emotions back

to the task at hand, also refocus or move the conversation from what’s happened in the past to what’s in front of the both of you—the here and now. Since customers usually want something now, it’s to their benefit to stop focusing on the bad things they think have been done to them in the past and focus on getting things done in the present. That makes it easy to make the case for talking about the present and what you can do now for the customer.

See Also: 8. When a Customer Might Be Mistrustful, 54. When a Customer Complains About Red Tape and Paperwork




7. When You Need to Explain a 

Company Policy or Procedure

THE SITUATION

In an ideal world, your customers would understand your policies and procedures and abide by them. You know we don’t live in an ideal world. 

Whether it’s a policy regarding return of merchandise in

the retail sector or a policy regarding who can receive spe-

cific government services, often customers don’t under-stand why those policies and procedures are in place. A customer who doesn’t understand the purpose of a policy is more easily angered when the policy interferes with get-ting what he or she wants. If you explain the policy and the reasoning behind it so the customer understands, you are much less likely to receive flak about the policy.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Preemptive Strike (1)

■ Plain Language (2)

■ Provide a Customer Takeaway (3)

DIALOGUE

This example occurs in a government office, although simi-

lar situations could occur in any other sector. The customer is asked to furnish some mandatory information so his

application can be processed. Without the information the application can’t be processed. We join the conversation after the customer makes his original request.

Employee: I know this is going to be frustrating, but in

order to process your application, we need to have some proof of identity, really two pieces of I.D. (1). One needs to have your picture on it. We also need proof of residence.

Customer: Darn right, it’s frustrating. Why are you putting

me through all of these hoops? It’s just typical of bureaucracy that I have to fill in umpteen forms and give you all kinds of personal information.

Employee: Maybe it would help if I explain why we need

this information. Then it will make more sense. The major reason we ask for this information is to make sure that nobody can steal your identity and use it. That’s why we need positive proof so we are absolutely sure that nobody can do that. It’s for everyone’s protec-tion (2).

Customer: Well, OK. What exactly do you accept?

Employee: We accept a number of documents, and I have

a pamphlet that you can keep that lists acceptable identification. But let’s go over the documents you can use (3).

EXPLANATIONS

In this example, the employee knows that customers tend to resent having to provide the necessary documents. To cushion the blow, the employee uses the preemptive strike (1) to acknowledge that the customer may feel upset about the requirements. The premise here is that it’s better for the employee to broach the subject of frus-tration, rather than wait for the customer to do so first.

Notice how the employee explains the purpose of the

requirement. She explains it (2) in plain language and from the point of view of the customer. When explaining policy, it’s best to highlight how the policy benefits the customer and to avoid sounding bureaucratic.

In (3) she offers some printed material to the cus-

tomer, a “takeaway.” Why? So the customer doesn’t have to rely only on his memory for critical information. The customer will be able to use this material if he has to come back. Also, note that the employee goes over the takeaway with the customer and doesn’t rely on him reading the document.

HINTS

When explaining policy, it’s best not to quote a specific policy number, clause, or detail from a policy manual. Policies and procedures are usually not written with the customer in mind, and the language can be excessively

bureaucratic. Also, it tends to suggest that your focus is on policies and procedures rather than people. 

Rephrase the policy in plain language. If you don’t know the rationale behind a policy or

procedure, you can offer to find out for the customer.

See Also: 54. When a Customer Complains About Red Tape and Paperwork, 60. When a Customer Tries an Unacceptable Merchandise Return




8. When a Customer Might Be Mistrustful 

 

THE SITUATION

A customer who mistrusts you is going to be a difficult customer. Some professions or fields tend to garner more mistrust than others, primarily because the customer lacks the information to determine if you’re serving him or her or just being self-serving. The techniques in this example are designed to build customer confidence in your honesty.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (1) ■ Acknowledge Customer’s Needs (2) ■ Pros and Cons (3)

■ Expert Recommendations (4)

DIALOGUE

In this example, a car mechanic is explaining the problems

found with the customer’s vehicle. The employee realizes the

customer might mistrust what he’s saying and takes action to build confidence.

Employee: As part of our normal vehicle check, we do a

45-point inspection in addition to looking at the reason why you brought the car in. We should talk about some of the other things you might want to address (1).

Customer: [sounds dubious] OK.

Employee: Since you mentioned trouble with your

brakes, that was the first thing we looked at. We found that the brake pads are 90 percent worn on the front. We also noticed you have a small oil leak (1).

Customer: [Puts hand on chin, shakes head.]

Employee: I’m thinking you want to keep repair costs

down, since this is an older vehicle (2). So, I’d suggest that we replace the brake pads because [explains safety reasons] (4). Regarding the oil leak, to tell you the truth it’s probably not worth repairing it. The advantage to addressing the leak is that you may save a bit of money on oil (3). The disadvantage is that repairing the leak will involve taking the engine apart to replace a gasket. That’s expensive. In any event, most older vehicles leak some oil (3).

I’d suggest we do the brakes and keep an eye on the

leak. If it gets worse down the road, we can discuss it again (4).

EXPLANATIONS

The idea here is that the mechanic is presenting himself as working for the customer and not trying to pad the bill. First, he explains the process by which he identified the oil leak (1). Next, he proves to the customer that he understands his concerns and needs by acknowledging those needs (2).

The most important part of this interaction lies with

presenting pros and cons from the customer’s point of view (3). By presenting reasons why it may not be worth-while to address the oil leak, the employee shows that he’s acting in the interests of the customer, while leaving the door open for the customer to decide to have it repaired.

Finally, we see the employee offer his expert opinions

about what should be done.


HINTS

Don’t assume that a customer understands the pros and cons of the options. Often they don’t and they want your expert (and honest, balanced) opinion. 

Presenting both pros and cons is critical to developing

customer confidence in your honesty.

See Also: 6. When a Customer Has a Negative Attitude About Your Company Due to Past Experiences, 7. When You Need to Explain a Company Policy or Procedure




9. When the Customer Has Been 

Through Voicemail Hell

THE SITUATION

These days most companies use some form of voicemail or automated phone system. Unfortunately, these systems are not always well thought out, resulting in situations where a customer can be routed around and around without hav-ing his or her needs met in a timely and simple manner. How can you deal with an irate customer who has spent a frustrating amount of time navigating a voicemail or auto-mated system and is now connected with you?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Assurances of Effort (1) ■ Apologize (2)

■ You’re Right! (3)

■ Offering Choices/Empowering (4) ■ Broken Record (5)

■ Refocus (6)

DIALOGUE

In this situation the customer is trying to get help with a computer problem he’s experiencing. He’s been through a number of “phone menus” and has been unable to reach a

human or voicemail. (The mailbox is full.) He finally figures out how to speak to a live human being—you—and he’s exceedingly annoyed.

Customer: What the heck is wrong with you people? I’ve

been going around and around in your voicemail sys-tem, and I haven’t even been able to leave a message so I can get some help. I should be able to contact you 

without spending all my money on long-distance charges.

Employee: I am going to help you (1), and I apologize if

you’ve had problems with our phone system (2). You’re right that this shouldn’t happen (3). Since you’ve already spent so much time on the phone, can I ask you a few questions so I can help (4, 6)?

Customer: Yeah, this shouldn’t happen! I need help and I

need it right away, and I don’t deserve to be going around in circles.

Employee: You’re right (2, 5). I’m sure you want that help

now, so let me ask you some questions. Are you calling about a technical problem with a computer (4, 6)?

Customer: Yes.

Employee: OK. If you give me the make and model num-

ber and the nature of the problem, I can transfer you directly to a live person who can help.

EXPLANATIONS

This interaction follows a tried-and-true pattern for deal-

ing with irate customers. The first goal is to defuse the

customer’s anger. Once the customer has calmed down a little bit, the employee moves the customer away from the secondary issue (frustration with the phone system) and back to the reason the customer called (technical problem).

The defusing process uses a succession of techniques,

including assurances that the employee will help (1), an apology (2), and the “You’re Right!” technique (3).

As is often the case, the customer doesn’t respond

immediately and constructively, so the employee uses the “Broken Record” technique (5).

Pay special attention to the use of the “Refocus” tech-

nique. “Refocus” (6) is used to first focus on the customer’s

anger and then the reason he called. In this case, the employee uses questions for this purpose and asks for per-mission to help the customer (4, 6) (“Offer Choices/ Empowering”).

HINTS

When interacting with an angry customer, you almost always have to defuse (deal with the anger) before you can move on to why the person is calling (the initial issue). Angry people are not ready to problem-solve. Use defusing techniques first.

The “Refocus” technique is a key element for making

the transition from focusing on anger to focusing on the needs of the customer. If a refocus statement or question doesn’t work initially, it can be repeated (“Broken Record”), using different words.

Needless to say, it’s essential that the customer not be

returned to the “voicemail from hell” system only to repeat the frustrating experience. Take a paper message, arrange a follow-up callback manually, or do something besides sending the person back to the automated system.

See Also: 11. When a Customer Has Been “Buck-Passed,” 14. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking on the Phone




10. When a Customer Is Experiencing 

a Language Barrier

THE SITUATION

One of the biggest challenges in customer service involves dealing with a customer who has trouble under-standing how you talk or is difficult to understand. While you’d think this happens primarily when dealing with someone born in another country and whose mother tongue is different from yours, it can also happen when people with different accents are talking.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Plain Language (1)

■ Ask Probing Questions (2) ■ Summarize the Conversation (3)

DIALOGUE 

In this example, the customer appears to be having difficulty

making his needs understood because his native tongue isn’t English. In addition, he seems to be having difficulty understanding what the employee is saying.

Customer: [asks employee a question that employee

does not understand]

Employee: [talks slowly, calmly] I’m not sure I know how

to help. Do you want help with insurance (1, 2)?

Customer: Yes, insurance.

Employee: OK, good. Car insurance (1, 2)?

Customer: No, no car.

Employee: House insurance (1, 2)?

Customer: Yes, yes.

Employee: OK. You own a house and you need insurance

(1, 3)?

EXPLANATIONS

There’s no easy solution to a language barrier. The best solution is to connect the customer with someone who speaks his or her language or who might be better at understanding the specific accent. But that’s not always practical.

In this example the strategy is clear. Throughout, the

employee uses some plain-language strategies (1). In par-ticular, he breaks down the conversation into smaller “bits” and short sentences and questions. Here’s why. A person struggling to understand another language has a lot to think about. It helps if he or she has to think about only one small thing at a time.

You can also see the use of probing questions (2),

which in this case are short and can be answered with either a yes or a no. Again, this simplifies communication.

In (3) the employee summarizes the conversation so

far. In effect, he checks with the customer to verify that they both understand the conversation.

HINTS

The most important aspect of dealing with a language barrier is patience. Remember that it’s frustrating for both of you, but it’s your job to make sure the communication works. Avoid any and all signs of frustration.

Don’t speak louder. When there’s a language barrier,

people tend to yell, which makes you look foolish, star-tles the other person, and is antagonistic.

Speak slower and clearer. Use shorter sentences and

questions. Don’t overload the person.

If you get stuck and can’t get beyond the barrier, one

of your colleagues may be better at communicating with that specific customer. People have different ears for lan-guage and accents, so someone else might be able to help the customer more effectively. 

See Also: 7. When You Need to Explain a Company Policy or Procedure




11. When the Customer Has Been 

“Buck-Passed”

THE SITUATION

Customers who have talked to three or four people and not had any success getting help get angry and frustrated, because they feel employees are passing the buck. Unfor-tunately, they may aim their aggression at you, even though you don’t have control over what other employ-ees have done. What do you do?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Find Agreement Points (2) ■ Voice Tone—Emphatic (3) ■ Assurances of Effort (4)

DIALOGUE

In this example, which could occur in person or on the phone,

the customer is very upset because he’s contacted or visited

four government employees in three departments, only to find

that none of them was the right person.What’s worse is that

each employee has referred him to the wrong person.This also

happens frequently in other kinds of larger organizations.

Customer: Someone in the waterworks department sent

me here and told me you could help me get my water reconnected and my account fixed, and I’m telling you, this better be the last stop I have to make, because I’ve been sent from pillar to post and [starts going on and on].

Employee: I agree that this should never happen (2). You

shouldn’t have to spend all this time finding the right

person to talk to, and I can understand how frustrated you must be (1).

Customer: Yeah, well, so can you help me?

Employee: Yes, I can (3). Here’s what I can do for you (3).

I’m not sure I can do everything you need, but I will contact anyone else who needs to be involved and get things moving before you leave this office. That’s what I’m going to do my best to accomplish. I will help you get this done (4).

EXPLANATIONS

The employee responses can be used in situations where the employee knows that he or she can actually solve the customer’s problem or if he or she cannot solve the entire problem. Notice that the employee commits to the cus-tomer by promising to get things moving. Also notice the employee’s use of empathy up front (1) and the strong agreement sentence in (2). Pay attention to the use of an emphatic tone of voice (3). Saying, “Yes, I can help you” in a strong voice that promises commitment is going to be much more effective than a flat or indifferent tone of voice.

HINTS

Never make commitments that you may not be able to keep. In a buck-passing situation where you aren’t the right person to help the customer, make the effort to find out who the customer needs to see. A lot of times buck-passing occurs because employees simply don’t want to take the time to get an answer for the customer.

See Also: 9. When the Customer Has Been Through Voicemail Hell, 20. When You Don’t Have the Answer, 23. When You Need to Route a Customer Phone Call

12. When a Customer Needs to Follow

a Sequence of Actions

THE SITUATION

There are some situations where a customer needs to fol-low a sequence of steps or actions to get something accomplished. For example, purchasing a house involves a series of steps, including selling the current house, find-ing a new house, engaging a lawyer, and arranging for a mortgage. Customers don’t always know the sequence that’s most advantageous. One role you can play is to help them navigate the sequence of steps. Here’s how.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Assurances of Results (2) ■ Provide Explanations (3) ■ Provide a Customer Takeaway (4)

DIALOGUE

In this example, the customer is a first-time house buyer

working with a real estate agent for the first time.

Customer: Sheesh, I didn’t know there was so much red

tape and rigmarole involved with buying a house. It’s a pretty scary, involved process.

Employee: It does seem overwhelming if you haven’t

gone through it before (1). I can help you get this organized, and I can tell you that it’s almost always eas-ier than it sounds, and we’ll get through this (2).

Here’s what I’m going to do. I have some printed

information that explains all the steps. Let’s go over that material: I’ll go through it step by step and you can ask questions (3). [The employee brings out the printed

material and goes through it with the customer, answering the questions (4).]

EXPLANATIONS

Once again we see that the first step involves an empathy statement (1). In this case, the employee does this to help the customer understand that feeling overwhelmed is a “normal” reaction. She then emphasizes that the process is easier than it looks, and it will all work out (2).

Finally, she provides a customer takeaway that maps

out the steps the customer needs to follow and covers each of the steps in a face-to-face conversation (3, 4).

If there’s no printed takeaway, the employee can make

some simple notes by hand to summarize the conversa-tion so the customer can take those notes with him and use them as a guide.

HINTS

It’s useful to make notes to give to the customer even if

there’s printed material. At least mark the important points with a highlighter.

Takeaways should be simple and clear. They’re best

used as summaries of the face-to-face interactions between customer and employee. 

Don’t assume that your customer will understand or

even read any written material you provide. You need to walk customers through the materials.

See Also: 7. When You Need to Explain a Company Policy or Procedure




13. When the Customer Insults

Your Competence

THE SITUATION

Angry or frustrated customers sometimes vent or aim their anger about the situation at the most available person. That target could be you. One of the common attacks or insults has to do with the employee’s competence or intel-ligence. How you handle this kind of situation means the difference between turning the situation into something positive and constructive, or creating major hassles and upset for everyone. Here’s how to deal with these insults.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Allow Venting (1) 

■ Empathy Statements (2) ■ Not Taking the Bait (3)

■ Refocus (4)

DIALOGUE

In this dialogue the customer is upset and makes comments

about the employee’s competence and intelligence.

Customer: What the hell is wrong with you? Are you too

stupid to understand what I’m trying to tell you? Or is it you just don’t give a damn?

Employee: I can see you are concerned, and I’d like to help

(1, 2, 3).

Customer: You’re right! And I’m fed up with having to deal

with idiots like you.

Employee: I’d like to try to help you, but I need to ask a

few questions. Let’s see what we can do to get you what you need (4).


EXPLANATIONS

The most important part of this example is what the employee does not do. Although the insults are offensive, the employee realizes that if she reacts to them, the dis-cussion will worsen into a flat-out argument, which won’t help the customer and doesn’t benefit the employee. So, she doesn’t take the bait (3). She focuses on showing the customer she understands he’s upset using empathy (2) and also gives the customer some leeway to vent his frus-tration (1).

After the customer has vented and not succeeded in

getting the employee to jump at the bait, the employee tries to move the conversation away from the customer’s anger and back to the reason the customer contacted her. This refocusing (4) is intended to get back to the primary concern, issue, or problem.

HINTS

To help you not react to insults, keep in mind that the

customer is, in effect, a stranger and should not be

allowed to control your emotional reactions. You don’t have to react with anger.

Keep in mind that if you end up in an argument, you

lose, since you don’t have the freedom to unload on a cus-tomer without running the risk of reprimand from your employer.

See Also: 25. When a Customer Threatens to Go Over Your Head, 34. When a Customer Makes a Racist Remark




14. When a Customer Won’t Stop 

Talking on the Phone

THE SITUATION

Sometimes customers will phone for help with a problem, but are upset and don’t allow you to respond to their con-cerns. In this example, we’ll try to get the customer to stop talking long enough to begin the helping process.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Telephone Silence (1)

■ Empathy Statements (2) ■ Assurances of Effort (3) ■ Refocus (4)

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (5)

DIALOGUE

The customer wants some help with an issue and has been talking on the phone with an employee almost continuously for two or three minutes.

Customer: What kind of organization are you running

here? I expect to get answers to my questions immedi-ately, and when I call I get the runaround . . . [continues to talk].

Employee: [Says nothing—no “Uh-huhs,” nothing at all

(1).]

Customer: And another thing [continues for a time].

Hello, are you there?

Employee: Yes, I’m here. It sounds like you’re pretty upset

(2), and I’m going to help you right now (3). I need to get a bit more information from you so I can help, so is it OK if I ask you a few questions (4, 5)?

Customer: Well, OK.

Employee: I only have a few questions. First, can you give

me your account number?

EXPLANATIONS

You can’t help someone without information, and you can’t get that if the person is talking at you or rambling. In this example, the employee stops responding com-pletely (1) until the customer is no longer sure if the employee is still there. (This works only on the phone.) When the person stops his constant stream of talk to ask whether the employee is there, it creates an opening for the employee to move the conversation back to whatever the customer has called about.

Note that the employee also wants to show the cus-

tomer that his concerns and feelings are important (by using an empathy statement) (2) and assuring the cus-tomer that help will be offered immediately (3). He then refocuses (4) the conversation back to exploring the actual problem. This is done by asking permission or giv-ing the person a choice (5).

HINTS

■ Keep using a calm tone of voice. ■ Don’t try to interrupt the customer, because that tends

to cause him or her to start over or redouble the talk.

■ Refrain from signs of impatience, like sighing.

See Also: 17. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking and Is Getting Abusive on the Phone #1, 18. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking and Is Getting Abusive on the Phone #2

15. When the Customer Swears or Yells #1

 

THE SITUATION

While most customers are able to control their behavior to keep it within acceptable bounds, some customers may swear and yell when they are angry, or otherwise “act out.” Obviously this is an upsetting situation for most employees, and it interferes with the employee’s ability to do his or her job. It’s hard to help someone who is yelling at you and not paying any attention to what you are saying. In situations like this, your first goal is not to try to address the specifics of the cus-tomer’s problem, but to use techniques to halt the inap-propriate behavior. We’re going to be using some advanced techniques to stop the customer’s ranting and get the customer to listen to and respond to our efforts to help.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Some People Think That (Neutral Mode) (1) ■ Find Agreement Points (2) ■ Empathy Statements (3) ■ Assurances of Effort (4)

DIALOGUE

In this situation the customer is upset because he received a

parking ticket that he feels is unwarranted. He visits the

town clerk (which is where tickets are paid), and starts to yell

and swear at the clerk at the counter.

Customer: What the [bleep] is going on here? One of

your stupid meter maids gave me a ticket for parking near a hydrant and I wasn’t within 10 feet of the [blank] thing. I’m not paying for this thing, and I want you to

cancel the [bleep] thing now. [Customer appears to be starting a long rant without stopping.]

Employee: Some people feel that their tickets aren’t

deserved (1).

Customer: Darn right. I’m one of them. I’m fed up.

Employee: I can see that. You don’t feel your ticket is

deserved (2).

Customer: So, what are you going to do about it?

Employee: Obviously you are upset about this (3). You

may not be aware that we have a way for you to appeal the ticket, if you like.

Customer: Yeah? How?

Employee: I’ll do my best to explain your options, so you

won’t be liable for an infraction you didn’t commit (4).

Customer: OK.

EXPLANATIONS

When the customer starts raising his voice and using swear words, the employee realizes that until the customer calms down and begins to listen to the employee, nothing at all can be accomplished. So, he uses “Some People Think That (Neutral Mode)” to try to break into the conversation. The reason this technique works (when it does) is that it’s an unexpected response that the customer doesn’t have a ready-made answer for. Unexpected responses tend to derail rants. Notice also that the “Neutral Mode” response is short. That’s because an angry customer isn’t going to “hear” a long response.

The customer responds by indicating he is “one of them.” But what’s important is the customer has become more attentive and is in the process of stopping the rant. The employee responds with an agreement point in (2). Notice that the employee isn’t agreeing or disagreeing with whether the ticket is warranted, but is simply agree-ing with the fact that the customer feels unfairly treated. Again, it’s a short response.

The customer, while not happy, now behaves in a

more constructive and acceptable way, which signals the employee that he can move the conversation to what the customer can do to dispute the ticket. First, the employee uses an empathy statement (3), and follows up with assuring the customer that he will make an effort to help (4).

HINTS

When you act and speak as if you and the angry customer are on the same side, there’s a tendency for angry cus-tomers to calm down and stop yelling at you, since they don’t see you as much as the “enemy.”

Remember, with angry customers, you can’t address

their specific concern (in this case the ticket) until such time as the customer is calm enough to listen and behave constructively to help solve his own problem.

With angry customers, look to engineer an agreement.

Look for things the customer says that you can agree with that won’t put you in an awkward situation. Finding agreement points is such a powerful technique that it’s often used by hostage negotiators.

See Also: 13. When the Customer Insults Your Competence, 16. When the Customer Swears or Yells #2

16. When the Customer Swears or Yells #2

 

THE SITUATION

In Item 15, you saw one way of dealing with an extremely angry customer. It showed the importance of derailing customer rants, or inappropriate behavior. In this alternate example, you’ll see how other techniques can be used for this purpose. We’ll use the same situation as in Item 15.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Distract (1)

■ Empathy Statements (2) ■ Find Agreement Points (3) ■ Refocus (4)

DIALOGUE

As in Item 15, the customer is upset because he received a

parking ticket that he feels is unwarranted. He visits the

town clerk (which is where tickets are paid), and starts to yell

and swear at the clerk at the counter.

Customer: What the [bleep] is going on here? One of your

stupid meter maids gave me a ticket for parking near a hydrant when I was dropping my kids off and I wasn’t within 10 feet of the [blank] thing. I’m not paying this thing, and I want you to cancel the [bleep] thing now. I have chil-dren to take care of and a job where I don’t get paid if I’m not there, so don’t waste my time here . . . [Customer appears to be starting a long rant without stopping.]

Employee: How many children do you have (1)?

Customer: Well, three. What does that have to do with my

[bleep] ticket?

Employee: I know it’s a challenge enough to have to take

care of children and go to a job every day (2).

Customer: Yeah, it sure is.

Employee: Yes. It is (3). Let’s go back to the ticket, to see

what we can do to provide you with an avenue to appeal it (4).

Customer: OK.

EXPLANATIONS

In this situation, the employee uses “Distraction”— specifically a technique called “topic grab” (1). It’s used to try to derail an angry customer by providing an unex-pected response. In this situation, the employee “grabs” the reference to the customer’s concerns about childcare, and asks the customer how many children he has. When the customer responds with a specific and short response, control of the conversation returns to the employee.

The employee responds with an empathy statement

(2), followed by finding an agreement point (3). Notice the artistry involved in creating a point of agreement. In (2) the employee offers an empathy statement, which the customer agrees with. In (3), the employee reaffirms the agreement, creating a sense that the customer and employee are on the same side.

Finally, the employee makes the transition from deal-

ing with the customer’s angry feelings to dealing with the specific issue of the ticket and what the customer can do. This is done with a refocus statement (4).

HINTS

The topic grab must be based on something the customer says. You can’t choose something at random. Use some-

thing the customer has referred to that has no connection to the customer’s problem. Your topic grab question or statement must be short.

If the customer refuses to answer your topic grab, and

responds with something like “It’s none of your busi-ness,” then you simply agree with that response: “You’re right, it really isn’t. Let’s see what we can do with the ticket.” If the customer responds, and then stops to let you speak, the technique has done its job. Then you use the opening to refocus.

See Also: 15. When the Customer Swears or Yells #1, 17. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking and Is Getting Abusive on the Phone #1




17. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking and

Is Getting Abusive on the Phone #1

THE SITUATION

People tend to be somewhat more aggressive on the phone than when talking in person. Sometimes a cus-tomer calls and begins an angry “rant,” which includes insults, swearing, or other abusive behavior. It’s best to try to derail the rant gently. If the main technique in Item 14 (telephone silence) doesn’t work, a firmer approach is needed. In this example, you want to stop the person so you can help and send the message that you’ll help but not unless the person stops swearing or otherwise ceases the offending behaviors.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Set Limits (2)

■ Offering Choices/Empowering (3) ■ Assurances of Effort (4) ■ Broken Record (5)

DIALOGUE

The customer wants some help with an issue and has been talking with the employee on the phone almost continu-ously for two or three minutes. In the last minute or two, the customer has started swearing and calling the employee names. In the example below, you’ll see how to set limits on the caller’s behavior to encourage him or her to stop the negative talk that’s offensive to you and interferes with your ability to help.

Customer: What are you, a [blanking] idiot? I’m fed up

with you people, and I’m fed up with you. You don’t

seem to know your [blank] from a hole in the ground.

Employee: Sir, I understand you’re upset (1), but if you

continue to yell and swear, I’ll have to end the conversa-tion (2). It’s up to you whether you would like to con-tinue (3).

Customer: I’d like you to get my damned check. Is that

too much to ask?

Employee: I’ll certainly try to help you with this (4), but I

need your promise that you won’t yell or swear at me (5). OK (3)?

Customer: Yeah, OK [reluctant]. Let’s continue.

Employee: OK, good. I need to ask a few questions.

EXPLANATIONS

Notice that the employee began her response with an empathy statement (1) to soften the impact of setting limits later. She sets some limits that are specific and clear, sending the message that if the customer swears or yells, she’ll terminate the phone call (2). It’s important when setting limits to be as specific as possible and avoid general comments like “If you don’t calm down . . . ” or “If you aren’t prepared to be civil . . . ” Describe the spe-cific problem behaviors. 

Pay special attention to the statement used in the limit

setting—“It’s up to you whether you’d like to continue.” We want to send the message that the customer is in con-trol of whether the conversation continues and that the employee won’t be punishing the customer or doing some-thing to him or her. You want it to be clear that it’s the cus-tomer’s choice as to whether the conversation continues. 


You can also see the use of several other techniques

here. The employee uses reassurance (4) that she will indeed help, provided the customer stops yelling and swearing, and she completes the limit-setting process by using the “Broken Record” technique (5) to encourage the customer to make a specific commitment to stop the destructive behavior. She follows the repetition with a question—“OK?” This question reinforces that she’s inter-ested in the agreement of the customer and feels that they can work together.

In this case, setting limits works. There are two other

possibilities to consider. The customer might continue to yell and swear. Or, the customer agrees to stop, but then steps over the agreed-on limits. We’ll look at these in the next situation.

HINTS

Setting limits isn’t threatening or warning. Use a matter-

of-fact voice because you’re simply stating a fact. Use the same voice and tone you would use to say, “If you go out in the rain without an umbrella, you’re going to get wet.”

Within reason, you can draw your own lines regarding

what’s acceptable and unacceptable customer behavior, subject to the expectations of your employer. It’s useful to allow some wiggle room for customers, because, on occa-sion, brief unpleasant outbursts will cease on their own and you can then help the customer.

See Also: 14. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking on the Phone, 18. When a Customer Won't Stop Talking and Is Getting Abusive on the Phone #2

18. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking and

Is Getting Abusive on the Phone #2

THE SITUATION

In Item 17 you saw how setting limits can encourage a customer to stop negative behavior. What happens if it doesn’t work? In this example, we’ll illustrate how to complete the limit-setting and limit-enforcing process. We extend the dialogue from the previous item.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Set Limits (2)

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (3)

DIALOGUE

In this dialogue, the employee informs a customer of some behavior limits and the customer immediately steps past those limits.

Customer: What are you, a [blanking] idiot? I’m fed up

with you people, and I’m fed up with you. You don’t seem to know your [blank] from a hole in the ground.

Employee: Sir, I understand you’re upset (1), but if you con-

tinue to yell and swear, I’ll have to end the conversation (2). It’s up to you whether you would like to continue (3).

Customer: I’d like you to get my damned check. Is that

too much to ask, you stupid [bleep]?

Employee: I’m going to end this call. You are welcome to

call back at some other time (2).

Customer: [Continues to swear.]

Employee: [Gently hangs up the phone.]


EXPLANATIONS

This dialogue is identical to the one in Item 17 until the point where the customer ignores the limits and contin-ues to swear and yell. The employee realizes that the cus-tomer is unlikely to become less obnoxious right now. She can do little to help the customer until he stops the offending behavior and she’s no longer a human pin-cushion. Having decided to end the call, she indicates her intention (2) and then says, “You are welcome to call back.” She adds the latter invitation because she doesn’t want to refuse service to the customer or be accused of hanging up. 

It’s generally not acceptable to hang up without a

word. Hanging up without notice is more likely to encourage the customer to call back, even angrier than before.

You can use the enforcing limits technique in a

delayed fashion. Sometimes a customer agrees to abide by the limits you set, behaves well for a minute or two, and then loses his or her temper and escalates into bad behavior. In that situation, you can repeat (“Broken Record”) the limit or begin the process of termination.

HINTS

Don’t view hanging up or enforcing limits as punishment. You aren’t getting back at the customer or getting even. All you’re doing is trying to get control of the situation and encourage the person to stop the bad behavior so you can help.

Again, use a calm, matter-of-fact tone of voice. Make sure you understand your organization’s policy

about ending unpleasant customer interactions. Companies

vary in terms of what they want employees to do in these situations.

Once you set a limit and indicate you’re enforcing it

(ending the conversation), the only thing that should keep you on the phone is a sincere, almost desperate apology. Ignore any grudging apologies and continue to end the conversation. 

Don’t set limits you aren’t prepared and able to

enforce. If you do, you lose all control and credibility.

Don’t set limits and decide not to enforce them when

required. Same reason as above.

See Also: 14. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking on the Phone, 17. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking and Is Getting Abusive on the Phone #1




19. When a Customer Has Been 

Waiting in a Line

THE SITUATION

In an ideal world, customers should be served immedi-ately, without any waiting. Often the need for a customer to wait is a result of decisions made elsewhere in the organization, something you probably don’t control. What can you do when customers have to wait? Are there ways to prevent the waiting customer from taking out his frustration on you? Yes, there are.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Preemptive Strike (2)

■ Assurances of Results (3)

DIALOGUE

In this example, the customer has been waiting, either in a

line or a waiting area. This kind of situation occurs often in

retail and in doctors’ and dentists’ offices, even when the customer has an appointment time. This dialogue highlights

the importance of recognizing the customer’s frustration

before he or she has the chance to vent or attack.

The employee notices that the line of customers waiting

to be served has grown considerably over the last few min-

utes and that people in the line are showing signs of impa-

tience—fidgeting, looking at their watches, sighing. This is what happens as the next person waiting approaches the

service area.

Employee: I’m sorry you’ve had to wait (1), and I’m going

to make sure you can finish up here as quickly as possi-ble (2, 3). What can I help you with?


EXPLANATION

This is called the “Preemptive Strike.” It defuses frustra-

tion and anger before the anger is expressed by removing and acknowledging the incentive for the customer to complain and vent. It paves the way for fast service. 

You can add to this by providing an explanation of

the reason for the delay, if you deem it helpful to the cus-

tomer. For example, “I’m sorry you’ve had to wait, but the doctor had to deal with an emergency and is running late.”

It’s essential to the success of this technique that you

speak first, before the customer has a chance to launch into a complaint. This helps you control the interaction and shortens the time needed, since you receive fewer lengthy complaints about delays.

HINTS

Speaking first allows you to gain control of the interac-

tion and cuts down the amount of venting a customer may feel like doing about having to wait.

When things are behind schedule, consider making an

announcement to the entire group of customers waiting and inform them of the approximate length of their wait.

See Also: 3. When a Customer Jumps Ahead in a Line of Waiting Customers, 5. When a Customer Interrupts a Discussion Between the Employee and Another Customer




20. When You Don’t Have the Answer

 

THE SITUATION

It’s almost impossible to have all of the answers to all possible questions customers may throw at you. When a customer asks you a question and you’re unsure of the answer or simply don’t know, you have two options— handle it the right way or the wrong way. The wrong way

is to fake it, out of embarrassment, in the belief that the customer will think you’re stupid if you admit you don’t know. The right way is to tell the customer you don’t know, but to make a commitment to the customer to find out, either by researching and getting back to him or her or referring the customer to someone who will know.

If you fake it, you’ll find customers who will expose

your ignorance for you. That’s not a good feeling—and it’s also bad business.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Acknowledge Customer’s Needs (1) ■ Offer Choices/Empowering (2) ■ Refer to Third Party (3)

■ Arrange Follow-Up (4)

■ Suggest an Alternative to Waiting (5)

DIALOGUE

In this dialogue you’ll see several techniques strung together to address the situation where an employee doesn’t have

the answer to a customer’s question. First, the employee tries

to find the answer; then, when that doesn’t succeed, the employee refers the customer to a third party who does know the answer.

Customer: I’m looking at these DVD players, and I can’t

figure out why the prices are so different. Could you explain the differences between them?

Employee: I can see that you really need the right infor-

mation, and I want to make sure I don’t give you inac-curate information (1). Let me see if I can find the brochures so we can figure this out. It might take a minute or two. Is that OK (2)?

Customer: Sure, no problem.

Employee: If you want to browse some of the other

items, I can look for the answers and get back to you when I’ve got something (5).

Customer: That would be great.

The employee can’t find the material and moves to plan B.

Employee: I think the best thing is for me to find John,

who’s really the DVD expert here. If anyone can help, it would be him (3). If you have the time, I can do that now, or I can get back to you, whatever works for you (2).

Customer: I really can’t wait right now, because I have a

few other things to do. If I come back in 20 minutes, can I speak to John?

Employee: Yes, that would work well, and then you don’t

have to wait. I’ll tell John to expect you, so just ask for him when you come in (4).

EXPLANATIONS

The employee responds to the customer by acknowledg-ing that the question is important to the customer, show-ing his concern for the customer’s needs (1). Before he leaves to find the information, he explains what he’s doing and asks the customer if it’s OK (2), an example of offering choices and empowering the customer.

In (5) the employee makes a suggestion—that rather

than standing around waiting, the customer might prefer to browse some of the other items. Not only is this con-siderate, but it’s also a good way to encourage the cus-tomer to consider purchasing other items.

Unfortunately, the search for the brochures fails, and

the employee refers the customer to a third party (3). The employee makes a special effort to describe John as the expert, which reassures the customer that the information he’ll eventually get from John will be accurate and useful and, best of all, worth waiting for. The employee also, once again, offers some choices by saying, “If you have the time, I can do that now.”

When the customer indicates he can’t wait, the

employee arranges for a follow-up (4).

There are some central themes here. We want to con-

vey to the customer that we treat his or her need for information seriously and will do everything we can to provide that information, while inconveniencing him or her as little as possible. Throughout this dialogue, there’s a sense that the employee is flexible and willing to go the extra mile. This turns a potentially embarrassing situation (lack of knowledge about merchandise) into a positive, an opportunity to demonstrate superior customer service skills and attitude.

HINTS

A customer who is waiting and doing nothing is a cus-tomer who will become annoyed and/or leave. Reduce waits as much as possible and offer something for the

customer to do during waits (for example, have coffee, browse other items, return in 10 minutes).

When referring to a third party, make absolutely sure

the third party has the answers before making the refer-ral. The best way to do that is to ask the third party before completing the handoff. The third party you refer to should be the last party the customer needs to talk with.

Keep the customer informed. Never walk away with-

out explaining. Never say something like “Hold on a sec” and then walk off.

See Also: 21. When Nobody Handy Has the Answer, 24. When You Lack the Authority to . . .




21. When Nobody Handy Has the Answer

 

THE SITUATION

Customers sometimes ask questions that nobody avail-able can answer with confidence and authority. Such questions might be about a product’s features or about a particular policy or procedure that has been developed in another part of the organization. If you don’t know the answer and those around you don’t know the answer, the question is still important to the customer. So, in the spirit of customer service, you still have an obligation to hunt down the answer.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Acknowledge Customer’s Needs (1) ■ Assurances of Effort (2) ■ Offering Choices/Empowering (3) ■ Arrange Follow-Up (4)

■ Complete Follow-Up (5)

DIALOGUE

In this example, the customer asks for clarification of a par-ticular policy about which the employee has not been

informed. We join the dialogue at a point where the employee has concluded he doesn’t know the answer and neither do his colleagues or his immediate manager.

Employee: I know it’s important to have your question

answered (1), and I’m going to do my best to get you an answer (2). It’ll probably take me a day or two to find out, and, when I do, I’d like to get back to you. What’s the most convenient way to contact you with the answer (3)?

Customer: How about if I leave you my phone number

and you can call and leave me a message?

Employee: I can do that. If you give me your number, I’ll

get back to you within 48 hours, one way or the other, so you won’t be waiting and wondering. Does that work for you (3, 4)?

Customer: OK. I’ll look forward to your call.

The employee then hunts down the answer. Regardless of whether he finds a definitive answer or not, he must respond within the 48 hours. If he has the answer, he phones to pro-vide it. If he can’t find the answer within the time period, then he phones as follows:

Employee: Mr. Jones, I wanted to get back to you about

your inquiry. I haven’t been able to get an answer for you, but I can refer you to someone who might know, or I can keep trying (5, 3).

EXPLANATIONS

As with the dialogue in the previous situation, the employee makes sure to acknowledge that the question is important to the customer and to make sure the cus-tomer feels he has some choice and control (1, 2). Then the employee arranges to go the extra mile by committing personally to follow up by trying to find the answer (3). The employee confirms the details of the follow-up and a time line/deadline by which he promises to contact the customer, whether he finds the answer or not (4). Finally, you can see the actual follow-up process (5).

What’s important here is that the employee makes a

personal commitment to help and keeps that commit-ment and informs the customer.


HINTS

Never make a commitment to follow up that you may not be able to keep.

Keep your commitments each and every time. No

excuses.

See Also: 20. When You Don’t Have the Answer, 24. When You Lack the Authority to . . .




22. When You Need to Place a Caller on Hold

 

THE SITUATION

If you deal with any significant number of phone calls from customers, sometimes you’ll need to place a caller on hold. While nobody likes to be put on hold, the good news is that most callers are used to it, since it’s become the norm. They’re less likely to be annoyed if you handle the process professionally.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (1) ■ Offer Choices/Empowering (2) ■ Finish Off/Follow Up (3) ■ Apologize (4)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, the caller wants to talk with the general

manager of the company, who’s on the phone with some-one else but is expected to be available shortly.

Employee: Mr. James is on the phone with another cus-

tomer right now, but he should be available in a few minutes (1).

Customer: I’ll wait. I need to speak with him as soon as

possible.

Employee: OK, I can put you on hold and transfer you

when he’s available, or we can call you back as soon as he’s free. Do you still want to hold (2)?

Customer: Yes. I’ll hold.

Employee: OK. I’ll keep an eye on the lines and transfer

you as soon as possible (1). [Puts customer on hold.]

About one minute later, the employee checks back with the customer.

Employee: Hello. Mr. James is still on the other line. Do

you still want to hold (2)?

Customer: Yes.

Finally, when Mr. James becomes available, the employee informs the customer as follows.

Employee: Hi. Good news. Mr. James is free. I apologize for

the wait (4), and I’m connecting you right away (2, 3).

EXPLANATIONS

What are the most important aspects of the employee’s behavior here? 

First, the employee informs the caller and explains the

situation (1) rather than simply saying, “He’s unavail-able” and hitting the hold button. There are two reasons for this. One is to show the customer that he’s important enough to merit an explanation. The other is to give enough information to the caller so he can make a deci-sion about whether he wishes to be put on hold, call back, or pursue some other possibility.

Second, the employee allows the caller to make the

choice as to whether he will be put on hold or not (2). It’s never advisable to put a caller on hold without both explaining why and giving the caller the choice. It may not always be possible to inform and offer a choice, par-ticularly in a very busy switchboard environment, but it’s worth trying.

The third important element is the follow-up (3). It’s

important to check back with callers on hold to acknowl-edge that you know they’re still waiting and to inquire if

they’d like to receive a call back instead of waiting on

hold. Notice also that the final sentence is an example of

“Finish Off.” Rather than simply connecting the caller, the

employee creates a sense of closure by telling the caller

that Mr. James is available and the employee is connecting him.

HINTS

Keep in mind that someone waiting on hold tends to experience time differently. One minute of wait time on hold might feel like four or five minutes of wait time in person. That’s one reason it’s important to break up the wait time by following up as quickly as possible.

See Also: 9. When the Customer Has Been Through Voicemail Hell, 23. When You Need to Route a Customer Phone Call




23. When You Need to Route 

a Customer Phone Call

THE SITUATION

Customers don’t always know who they need to speak to or even the specific department they need to contact. When a customer calls and isn’t clear about who to speak to, your job is to get enough information to route the phone call to the right place the first time, so the cus-tomer can be served quickly.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (1) ■ Ask Probing Questions (2) ■ Active Listening (3)

DIALOGUE

In this example, the customer is calling about some issue

with her check, but the employee is not immediately clear on

the specific issue and therefore the person or department

that needs to be involved.

Customer: I need to speak to someone about my check.

Employee: I want to make sure I direct you to the right

person the first time, so can I ask you a few questions (1)?

Customer: Sure.

Employee: OK, are you calling because there’s a problem

with your check (2)?

Customer: No, I’m just looking for information about how

I can change my tax deductions.

Employee: So, you want to know what paperwork you

need to complete to make sure the tax deducted is more accurate. Is that what you need (3)?

Customer: Yes, exactly.

Employee: Good. You need to speak to Jan in payroll. I can

transfer you or give you the number to phone her directly, whichever is more convenient. What works best for you (1)?

EXPLANATIONS

The employee needs to get enough information to route the call to the correct person. To get that information, the employee uses probing questions (2). Notice that the employee asks permission to do this to demonstrate to the customer that she’s important (1). If necessary, the employee would ask a longer series of questions. 

In (3) the employee uses reflective listening to verify or

confirm that he and the customer are on the same wave-length and that he understands what the customer wants.

Once the employee is confident he has enough infor-

mation to direct the call, he indicates the specific person

the caller needs to contact and offers two options—trans-ferring her to Jan or giving the customer the direct phone number so she can phone Jan at her convenience (1).

HINTS

When transferring a call, it’s always good to inform the party receiving the transfer about the nature of the caller’s needs or problem.

It’s worth spending a few more seconds finding out

what the customer needs before directing the call. When you direct a customer to the right place the first time, everyone wins. The customer feels valued and impressed with your competence, and your coworkers and other employees spend their time more productively.

See Also: 22. When You Need to Place a Caller on Hold, 11. When the Customer Has Been “Buck-Passed”

24. When You Lack the Authority to . . .

 

THE SITUATION

You’ve probably been in situations where a customer asks you to do something for which you lack sufficient authority. It might be as simple as reversing a transaction at a cash register, processing a return, or making an exception to a company policy or procedure. Here’s how to handle this kind of situation.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Find Agreement Points (1) ■ Offer Choices/Empowering (2) ■ Refer to Supervisor (3)

DIALOGUE

The customer approaches the employee and requests that she make an exception to a long-standing rule. However, she lacks the authority to do so.

Customer: I don’t see why I can’t do [the thing prohibited

by the policy]. It seems pretty reasonable, and I’m sure I’m not the first to ask.

Employee: It does sound reasonable (1), but I don’t have

the authority to say yes or no. The person who can approve that is the departmental manager, Mr. Smith. Do you want me to see if Mr. Smith is available (2)?

Customer: Sure.

Employee: OK. It will take a minute or two. [Goes off to

arrange the referral.]

Employee: [Returns to customer.] Mr. Smith is available.

To save you some time, I’ve explained to him what

you’re asking, so you won’t have to repeat it, and I’m sure he’ll help if he can (3).

EXPLANATIONS

In this example, the employee actively tries to find agree-

ment points (1). By agreeing with the customer that the request is reasonable, the employee helps the customer perceive that both of them are “on the same side.”

The main technique used here is “Refer to Supervisor.”

The employee kicks off the referral process by asking the customer if he wants to talk to the supervisor about this issue (2). Providing this choice allows the customer to decide for himself whether he wants to spend the time to talk with the supervisor or simply let the issue drop.

At the end of the referral process, it’s important to

communicate with the supervisor so he or she is pre-pared to deal with the customer in an informed way and knows in advance of any possible problem situation.

HINTS

When you lack the authority to fulfill a request and you also know the request is completely unreasonable and will be refused, it’s still a good idea to arrange for the customer to speak with the decision-maker. Customers tend to act more favorably when their request is refused by someone higher up (a supervisor or a manager).

As with any referrals, it’s important that you and the

supervisor are on the same wavelength regarding when it’s appropriate or not appropriate to make the referral. 

See Also: 26. When a Customer Demands to Speak with Your Supervisor, 20. When You Don’t Have the Answer

25. When a Customer Threatens 

to Go Over Your Head

THE SITUATION

An angry customer may threaten to go over your head, demand to speak with your supervisor or manager, or even try to intimidate you by demanding to speak with the “person in charge.” The angry customer may want to talk with someone higher up because he or she believes that person will be better able to solve the problem or because he or she may be trying to intimidate or scare you into giving in to his or her demands.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Offering Choices/Empowering (2)

DIALOGUE

The customer is upset because the employee can’t or won’t do what the customer is asking.

Customer: If I don’t get what I want, I’m going to go to

your manager and your president, and then we’ll see who’s right.

Employee: I know you’re unhappy about [topic of conver-

sation] (1). If you believe it’s best to talk to my manager, I can certainly help with that. Do you want me to help you arrange to talk to her (2)?

There are two common customer responses to this. The first

is to back off from the threat, having realized the employee

won’t be intimidated. The second is to take the employee’s

offer. If the customer backs off, the employee turns the dis-

cussion back to the issue. If the customer continues to

demand to talk to “the boss,” the employee makes the effort

to help the customer discuss the issue with the manager.

(See “Refer to Third Party” technique for details.)

EXPLANATIONS

Once again, we see the employee using an empathy state-ment (1) to show the customer that his feelings are understood and acknowledged.

In the second part of the response, the employee does

not resist or try to convince the customer not to contact

someone higher up, but instead offers to help the cus-tomer do so, using “Offering Choices/Empowering” (2). There are two reasons the employee uses this technique. The obvious one is that the customer is within his rights in asking to speak with the manager, and the employee is acknowledging that and helping the customer do this. The second is that if the customer is bluffing for effect or to intimidate, providing that option will often convince the customer to give up that line of attack, since the employee doesn’t seem to be intimidated.

HINTS

Organizations and managers have different rules about referring a customer to talk with a manager or senior staff. Find out what these rules are before using these techniques.

Offering to help tells the customer you won’t be

intimidated by threats and/or manipulated. When in doubt, offer help.

See Also: 26. When a Customer Demands to Speak with Your Supervisor, 28. When a Customer Threatens to Complain to the Press

26. When a Customer Demands 

to Speak with Your Supervisor

THE SITUATION

Often a frustrated customer demands to speak with your supervisor or manager. A customer who demands to speak with your supervisor may be trying to intimidate you or may have a concern he or she feels will be best handled at the level above you. Customers who ask for such access may not even be frustrated, but believe that dealing with someone with more power is a faster, more efficient way to get what they want.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Ask Probing Questions (1) ■ Assurances of Effort (2) ■ Not Taking the Bait (3)

■ Refer to Supervisor (4)

DIALOGUE

In this example, the customer asks to speak to the supervisor

right off the bat.

Customer: I want to speak to your supervisor.

Employee: I’ll be happy to help you talk to Mrs. Jones (2),

who’s my manager, but is there anything I can do (1)? It might save you some time.

Customer: [sullenly] No. I don’t want to speak to you. I’m

tired of speaking to people who don’t know what they are doing.

Employee: OK. I’ll check to see if she’s free. It would help if

I could tell her what you’d like to speak to her about (3, 1).

Customer: Just tell her I want to talk about the poor

service here.

Customer: OK. It will just take a minute. If you want to

take a seat, I’ll be back in a minute or two.

[The employee goes to the supervisor’s office.]

Employee: Mrs. Jones, I have a customer who demands to

speak to you about “poor service.” Are you free (4)?

Supervisor: Sure, I’ll come out and bring him to my office.

[The employee and the supervisor approach the cus-tomer.]

Supervisor: Hi, I’m Mrs. Jones. I understand you wanted to

speak to me about some service issues. If you’d like to come with me, we can talk where we won’t be inter-rupted (4) [gestures to customer to follow].

EXPLANATIONS

Since the customer asks to see the supervisor right off the

bat, the employee doesn’t know why this request is being made. Her first approach is to find out “why,” and deter-mine if the employee can help. To do that she asks one or two probing questions (1), while at the same time assuring the customer that she will make the effort to connect the customer to the supervisor (2).

The employee quickly understands that this customer

isn’t going to provide any additional information. Note that the employee refuses to take the bait (3) when the customer says: “I’m tired of speaking to people who don’t know what they are doing.” In essence, she ignores this backhanded swipe.

The second and third parts of the conversation show

the mechanics of the referral to the supervisor (4). In the second part, the employee explains the situation very briefly to the supervisor. In the third part, the supervisor and employee go to the customer. What’s important here is that the supervisor takes control over the interaction immediately: She introduces herself, rather than the employee doing the introductions. You can see that, as part of the introduction, the supervisor says, “I under-stand you wanted to speak to me about some service issues.” Why? To show that the employee has told her why the customer wants to speak with her and she’s ready to discuss the issue.

HINTS

As an employee, you should know when your supervisor considers it appropriate to refer a customer to him or her and when it’s not. If you’re unclear about what your supervisor expects, ask.

While you may want to offer your services instead of

referring the customer to your supervisor, it’s important to do this in a nondefensive way. Don’t appear to be trying to dissuade the customer from speaking to the supervisor.

See Also: 25. When a Customer Threatens to Go Over Your Head, 27. When a Customer Demands to Speak to Your Supervisor, Who Isn’t Available




27. When a Customer Demands to Speak with

Your Supervisor, Who Isn’t Available

THE SITUATION

Your supervisor may not be immediately available when a customer demands to speak with him or her. Or maybe your supervisor really dislikes talking with customers and has made it clear that he or she doesn’t want to do so. You have several options for dealing with these situa-tions, but we’re going to focus on an alternative—refer-ring the customer to one of your peers.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Refer to Third Party (1)

■ Acknowledge Customer’s Needs (2) ■ Offer Choices/Empowering (3)

DIALOGUE

In this example, the customer is upset because the merchan-

dise he purchased seems to be defective.

Customer: This is the second time this week that I’ve got-

ten stuck with defective merchandise from you, and I’m fed up. I want to speak to your supervisor, and I want to speak to him now.

Employee: I can see that you want this resolved right away

(2). My supervisor isn’t available right now, and I don’t want to delay you, so I have a suggestion. John Jackson is an expert in this product line; if anyone can help you with this, it’s him (1). I know he’s available, so if you like I can arrange for you to speak with him right now. If that doesn’t work out, we can set up a time for you to speak with the manager. How does that sound (3)?

Customer: OK. I’ll try that.

The employee then finds  and explains the situation to John.

He returns to the customer with John, who introduces him-

self, making sure to demonstrate to the customer that he and

the first employee have discussed the customer’s complaint.

John: I think I understand your problem. Let’s see if we

can get it solved for you.

EXPLANATIONS

The core element of this interaction is how the employee offers the referral (1). The employee introduces the possi-bility of talking to John by highlighting his expertise about the customer’s specific problem. In other words, he explains why talking to John will address the customer’s problem—the faulty product. In reality, John may not have any more knowledge than the first employee, but by presenting John as an expert (which he is), the employee increases the chances the customer will respond posi-tively to the offer and the interaction with John.

Notice also that the employee acknowledges the cus-

tomer’s need to get this resolved quickly (2) and leaves the decision to the customer by offering choices (3).

HINTS

Never lie to a customer. If, for example, John knew noth-ing about the product in question, but was presented as an expert, no good would come from the referral.

As with referring to a supervisor, both the referring

employee and the “expert” need to have arranged this referral process beforehand.

See Also: 26. When a Customer Demands to Speak with Your Supervisor, 29. When a Customer Demands to Speak to the “Person in Charge”

28. When a Customer Threatens 

to Complain to the Press

THE SITUATION

Occasionally, an angry or frustrated customer threatens to “go to the press” about how he or she has been treated by you and your company. Sometimes this is an empty threat intended to pressure you into doing what the cus-tomer wants. In other situations, it may be a genuine reflection of how upset he or she is. Here’s a way to han-dle this situation.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Not Taking the Bait (1)

■ Broken Record (2)

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (3)

DIALOGUE

The customer has been dealing with the organization for a long time about a specific issue. Despite the organization’s best attempts to solve the problem, the customer rejects any compromise or solution offered. In a phone call, the cus-tomer threatens to complain to the press.

Customer: I’ve been trying to solve this problem for three

solid months and I’m absolutely fed up. I think you need to be exposed for what you are and, by golly, I’m going to do it unless you do what I’m asking. I’m going to contact [newspaper name] and tell them everything. Then we’ll see what happens.

Employee: That’s certainly your right (1, 2, 3). We’d like to

come to an agreement with you, and I can suggest you speak to our VP of finance, but it’s really up to you

which path you want to take (3). Do you want me to arrange a discussion with the VP (3)?

Customer: Don’t waste my time. If I don’t get what I want,

I’m going to the newspaper.

Employee: As I said, that’s completely up to you (3). If

that’s the case, then I guess we don’t have anything else to discuss.

EXPLANATIONS

There’s a theme that runs through this example. At no point in the conversation does the employee come across as defensive or overly concerned about the prospect of the customer going to the press. This is an example of not taking the bait (1). By treating the threat as non-threatening, he removes its power. Notice also that, while suggesting a preference for resolving the problem with the customer, the employee doesn’t try to dissuade the customer from carrying out the threat. Not taking the bait sends the message that the threat isn’t going to work, in effect calling the customer’s bluff.

The employee actively recognizes that the customer

has the right to contact the press and recognizes this as an option for the customer. He emphasizes this by using the “Broken Record” technique (2).

HINTS

While nobody wants to appear in a negative light in the press, there’s no guarantee that the press will agree with a customer who thinks he is being mistreated. In other words, the threat more often than not isn’t going to cause any problem. 

Keep in mind that you can’t fight head to head in a

situation like this. Don’t appear to be put off balance by

the threat, and don’t try to convince the customer not to contact the press. That’s more likely to cause the cus-tomer to carry out the threat.

See Also: 25. When a Customer Threatens to Go Over Your Head, 29. When a Customer Demands to Speak to the “Person in Charge”




29. When a Customer Demands to Speak

to the “Person in Charge”

THE SITUATION

Customers who feel—(rightly or wrongly)—that they’re not getting what they want or not being treated the way they want sometimes demand to speak to the “person in charge,” usually someone at the top of the organization. This could be a CEO, a vice president, or someone of equivalent rank and status. Often that person is not “on premises” and isn’t easily accessible to customers. 

Before discussing the best way of dealing with this sit-

uation, it’s good to know that some percentage of people making such demands are sincere in wanting to talk to the person in charge. Others, however, use the demand to pressure, intimidate, or manipulate employees in the hope that they would rather give in than have to deal with a complaint registered with an executive. So, how do you handle this kind of situation?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Offering Choices/Empowering (2) ■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (3) ■ Provide a Customer Takeaway (4) ■ Close Interactions Positively (5)

DIALOGUE

In this example, the customer is upset because her auto insurance company has offered her much lower compensa-

tion for damage to her vehicle than she wanted. After the

employee informs her of the settlement offer, she becomes

exceedingly angry and, after arguing her case unsuccess-

fully, demands to talk with the president of the insurance

company located in another city.

Customer: I’ve been paying these ridiculous premiums

for over 20 years, and this is just the third time I’ve ever made a claim, and you’re trying to screw me. I’m through wasting my time with you underlings. I want to speak to the president, and I want to speak to him now.

Employee: It’s clear you’re disappointed in the figures,

Mrs. Jones, and I can understand you want to speak to someone you think might be able to help (1).

Customer: You better believe it! And you aren’t going to

help much. So, let me speak to the president.

Employee: That would be Maria Pollock, the president of

Loveme Insurance. If you want to go that route, instead of something that might be faster and easier for you, I’d be glad to help you get in touch with her. Before I do that, do you want to consider other options (2)?

Customer: No, I don’t want any “options.” I want this

Maria Pollock person.

Employee: OK. That’s up to you. Maria Pollock is located at

the head office in Lubbock (3). You have a few options that I can help you with. You can phone her office, send her a fax, or write a letter outlining your concerns. If you tell me which you’d prefer, I can give you the informa-tion (2, 3).

Customer: I want to speak to her now, right now.

Employee: OK. I understand you want fast action (1). I’m

going to write the president’s name and toll-free number down for you, along with your file/incident number and

related information [while talking, writes down informa-tion]. That way you won’t have to pay for long distance and you’ll have the information you’ll need when you speak to her office (4) [hands information to customer].

Customer: Why can’t you just call now and give me the

phone?

Employee: I’m sure you would prefer to have some pri-

vacy for your conversation and be able to call at your convenience.

Customer: Well, OK.

Employee: If you decide you’d like additional help, please

feel free to get in touch with me. And also if you’d let me know how it goes, I would appreciate that. Anything else we need to do right now (5)?

Customer: No, I guess not.

Employee: OK. I’m sorry we couldn’t come to some agree-

ment. Good luck (5)!

EXPLANATIONS

There is an important theme that runs through the employee’s responses here: non-defensiveness. It’s essential that the employee not appear to be threatened by the demand. The best way to send a message of nondefensive-ness is to be helpful to the person making the demand.

The employee first responds with an empathy statement

(1), showing that she understands where the customer is coming from. After the customer reiterates her desire to speak with the president, the employee explains where the president is located and suggests that there might be other options that would work better for the customer. The

employee could have specified the options (for example, contacting the local manager, lodging an appeal, etc.), but decided to hint at them so as not to appear defensive. Since the customer remained adamant, the employee shifted to helping the customer contact the president by explaining options and providing information (2, 3).

The employee used some other techniques, ranging

from another empathy statement to providing a takeaway to help the customer contact the president. The employee ends the conversation by offering further help and closing the conversation on a positive and non-defensive note (5).

HINTS

While we can never know for sure, the odds that a cus-tomer will actually take the time to follow through on his or her demand are relatively small. Employees still need to take such a demand seriously.

You may know that when the customer contacts the

president’s office, the chances of actually speaking with

the president might be quite small, at least at first. Or

you may know that the president’s office is simply going to kick the problem back down the hierarchy. It’s best to allow the customer to discover that him- or herself, rather than to point it out at the time the demand is made. If you say something like “Well, the president is very busy and it may take weeks to get a response,” you’ll simply come across as defensive. Provide other options benefi-cial to the customer in a light-handed way, but don’t try to discourage him or her from contacting the executive.

See Also: 25. When a Customer Threatens to Go Over Your Head, 28. When a Customer Threatens to Complain to the Press

30. When a Customer Makes 

an Embarrassing Mistake

THE SITUATION

Customers aren’t always right. In fact, sometimes cus-tomers can be embarrassingly wrong. It may be tempting, particularly with a rude or annoying customer who blames his or her mistake on you, to point out the stupid mistake and put the customer in his or her place. While this is a great and common desire or fantasy, it’s poor customer service and bad business. So how do you han-dle a situation where it’s pretty clear the customer has made an embarrassing error?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Bonus Buy Off (2)

■ Refocus (3)

■ Provide Alternatives (4) ■ Face-Saving Out (5)

DIALOGUE

This situation takes place in a chain motel lobby, where four

or five patrons are awaiting service. The obviously tired cus-

tomer next in line announces that he has a reservation. The

employee checks and can find no record of the reservation for that date, but does find a reservation for the next week-end. Since the motel is full, the employee cannot provide a room. In this situation, the employee, while annoyed at the customer’s aggressiveness, decides that there is nothing to be gained by embarrassing the customer, particularly in front of the other patrons.

Customer: What kind of [bleep] place is this? I made a

reservation, and now what? You lose it. Now what am I supposed to do?

Employee: I know this is frustrating, and you’ve obviously

been traveling all day and want to relax (1). I’m showing that you do have a reservation for next weekend, and I’m thinking that, one way or another, something has gone awry here (5). Since we don’t have any rooms available right now, let’s see what we can do (3).

Customer: Next weekend? What the heck are you talking

about?

Employee: Let’s not worry about what’s gone wrong

right now; let’s find you a place to stay (3). We have another motel about a mile from here. I’ll see if we can book you there (4). Is that OK?

Customer: Well, OK. But I’m still not happy about this.

Employee: Tell you what, I’ll see if I can get you a discount

or an upgrade at the other motel (2).

EXPLANATIONS

The employee’s frontline response is to use an empathy statement (1) to indicate she understands the customer is tired and anxious to find a place to stay.

The most important part of this dialogue involves two

techniques, “Refocus” and the “Face-Saving Out.” You can see in the responses marked (3) that while the customer seems to want to complain and blame, the employee refocuses the conversation on what is really the issue, finding the customer a place to stay. Even with an angry customer who has made a mistake, the logic for doing so is compelling. The second technique, a “Face-Saving Out,” is shown where the employee says, “Something has gone awry” rather than suggesting that the customer has confused the dates and thus caused his own misfortune. That’s because it doesn’t matter who made the mistake. Even if the employee knows the error lies with the cus-tomer, there’s no reason to point it out. Especially since, when a customer feels embarrassed or humiliated, one response is to strike out in anger at the employee.

Once the employee refocuses on the real issue, she

goes the extra mile to arrange a room elsewhere and even offers a discount as a form of “Bonus Buy Off,” even though it’s the customer who made the mistake (2).

HINTS

While it’s tempting to force an annoying customer to acknowledge the error lies with him or her, there’s no benefit in doing so. Embarrassed people often strike out. That means the interaction takes longer and can become more and more unpleasant. That’s not good for the cus-tomer, for you, or the other customers who are waiting in line.

Another reason to avoid embarrassing a customer who

has seemingly made an error is that you may not be absolutely sure the mistake lies only with the customer. It’s better to stay away from the “blame game,” because whether the customer is at fault or you are, you will lose. 

See Also: 33. When a Customer Is Confused About What He or She Wants or Needs, 46. When a Customer Wants Information You’re Not Allowed to Give

31. When a Customer Withholds 

Information Due to Privacy Concerns

THE SITUATION

Some people are very protective of their personal infor-mation, even to the point where they may refuse to pro-vide information to you that may be essential or helpful in determining the best way to provide assistance. For example, a person might call a doctor’s office to make an appointment and not want to tell the receptionist the nature of the medical problem. We can all understand someone wanting to keep personal details limited to as few people as possible. Surprisingly, some people are so “private” that they may not want a retail store clerk to know what size of trousers they wear. How do you han-dle these situations professionally and without causing embarrassment?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (1) ■ Face-Saving Out (2)

DIALOGUE

A rather large man is browsing the suits in a mid-scale men’s

clothing store. He’s looking at suits that are clearly not going

to fit him. After greeting the customer and identifying that

the customer wants to purchase a new suit, the employee continues.

Employee: Perhaps we should take some measurements

so you won’t waste time looking at suits that won’t fit. Is that OK (1)?

Customer: [brusquely] No. Thank you, but no. I’d rather

look.

Employee: That’s fine. That may be a good idea, since if

you find something you really love, but we don’t have it in your size right now, we can probably order it for you (2).

Customer: Yeah, that’s right. I want to see what I like first.

Employee: If you’d like, I can show you some of our

newest items. Or you can look around on your own and give me a shout if you’d like some help (1).

Customer: OK, I’ll just let you know, then.

Employee: OK [walks off to straighten the tie rack].

EXPLANATIONS

It may seem odd that this customer might not want the employee to know his size, particularly since someone is going to have to ring up his purchase (if he makes one) and will obviously see the information anyway. But it really doesn’t matter, because good customer service dic-tates that we try to make the customer as comfortable as possible. That means accommodating individual quirks and eccentricities when possible.

This example is fairly straightforward. You can see that

the employee offers choices to the customer (1) and gives him control of the interaction. Notice how the employee uses the “Face-Saving Out” (2). When the customer says he wants to browse and he seems upset at the prospect of the employee taking measurements, the employee pro-vides a plausible explanation for why browsing could be a good plan, in essence agreeing with the customer, rather than arguing that they should determine the customer’s size right away. This technique is intended to avoid embarrassing the customer by any mention of his size. 


HINTS

Whenever possible, try to accommodate the customer’s desire for privacy. If you can’t, then make sure you explain why you need the information to assist the customer.

Stay alert to customer quirks and potential areas that

may be embarrassing for the customer. Remember that a customer may be embarrassed by things that wouldn’t embarrass you. It’s your job to be sensitive to that fact and make the customer comfortable.

See Also: 30. When a Customer Makes an Embarrassing Mistake, 59. When a Customer Asks Inappropriate Questions




32. When a Customer Threatens Bodily 

Harm or Property Damage

THE SITUATION

One of the most stressful situations in customer service occurs when a customer threatens bodily harm or prop-erty damage. Apart from the obvious sense of concern that an employee feels about his or her welfare, stress is magnified because of the uncertainty of the situation. When threats occur, questions flood in. Will the person actually carry through on the threat? What should you do? How can you stay safe?

There are many kinds and degrees of threat, which

compounds the difficulty. Some threats are made from a distance, where the employee isn’t in immediate danger. Some are general, some specific. Some are direct, some indirect. Since dealing with threats is complex and the consequences of making a wrong decision can be severe, in most situations, an employee should rely on the orga-nization’s policies and procedures for dealing with emer-gencies or threats and let law enforcement or security professionals make the tough decisions. They’re trained for it. You’re not.

When a customer utters a threat of any kind, the issue

is no longer customer service, but safety, protection, secu-

rity, and law enforcement. For this reason, detailed dis-cussion and advice on dealing with most threats are beyond the scope of this book. However, we’ll look at a situation where the employee isn’t in immediate danger and a general threat has been made over the phone. We’ll add some extra explanation and hints to this particular example that apply to other kinds of threat situations.


TECHNIQUES USED

■ Use Customer’s Name (1) ■ Empathy Statements (2) ■ Set Limits (3)

■ Contact Security/Authorities/Management (4)

DIALOGUE

A clearly upset customer calls and, during the phone call,

makes a generalized threat.

Customer: I’m absolutely fed up with you people. I have a

mind to come down there and show you that you can’t mess with me. You know I can get you if I want.

Employee: Mr. Jones (1), I understand that you’re con-

cerned and worried about [summarize issue] (2). I’ll do the best I can to help you with this, but I can’t if you talk in an aggressive way.

Customer: Maybe you’ll be more helpful if I come down

there with a crowbar.

Employee: Mr. Jones (1), if you continue to talk in a

threatening way, I’ll have to end this conversation. It’s up to you whether you want to continue to talk right now (3).

After the conversation ends, the employee then informs security, the authorities, and/or management, according to the organization’s policies and procedures, in order to maxi-mize safety and security (4).

EXPLANATIONS

This situation involves an indirect threat, but in any

threat situation it’s important to remain calm, sound calm, and not overreact. That’s why the employee’s initial response involves using the customer’s name (1) and an empathy statement (2).  The interaction may not be doomed: the employee is still trying to work to resolve the problem or at least to get the customer to tone down the discussion. This is more appropriate when the threat is indirect and there’s no obvious, immediate danger.

The customer steps up the threat, making it more spe-

cific by mentioning the crowbar, at which point the employee decides that if the threats continue in any way, the conversation must end. He sets a limit, which he will enforce if necessary. If the customer does not calm down or rescind the threat, it’s essential that the employee report the threat to his manager, the authorities, and/or security. The most compelling reason to do so is to alert them to a possible problem so they can prepare to deal with it if it occurs.

If the employee succeeds in calming the customer and

the phone call or interaction is resolved calmly and con-structively, whether the employee reports the incident or not is a judgment call. However, since uttering threats is illegal in most places and since a customer may make a habit of threatening employees, it’s probably best to report threats even if the situation seems to have been resolved.

HINTS

Err on the side of safety and security. While many verbal threats are just words born of anger and frustration, you won’t know which of the threats is serious and sincere.

Let the professionals decide. The police and security

should have more experience in these situations and bet-ter training. That’s why it’s best that all threats be reported, at minimum, to management. 

If you feel you’re in serious danger, contact the police,

even if your company prefers you don’t. Better to deal with an angry boss than become a violence statistic.

It’s important that you remain calm in threat situa-

tions. When you react emotionally, you may provide the threatening person with reinforcement (or reward) for making the threat. In a situation where you may feel endangered, the more emotional you get, the more unpredictable your behavior may be, and that behavior may startle or upset the person threatening you. 

After any threat, you’ll want to make some notes

about the situation, the context, the person making the threat, and so on to provide to management, security, or the police. For example, if the threat is made in person, you want to note any information you have about the person—physical description, characteristics, voice, etc. If on the phone, note the caller’s number, the tone and kind of voice, and any background noises.

Your company or organization should have guidelines

and procedures for these kinds of situations. Follow them unless you feel that doing so will result in immediate harm to you, your colleagues, or other bystanders. If your company doesn’t have such guidelines, it should. Suggest that management develop them. In the absence of guide-lines, talk to your manager so he or she and you are on the same wavelength about how these situations should be handled. 

See Also: 36. When a Customer Refuses to Leave, 39. When a Customer Might Be Stealing

33. When a Customer Is Confused About

What He or She Wants or Needs 

THE SITUATION

In many customer service situations, the employee’s role is to help the customer buy or obtain something. In other situations, the customer may not be clear about which product or service to buy, which person to speak with, or other matters. When a customer is confused, the employee needs to help the customer clarify his or her wants or needs.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Ask Probing Questions (1) ■ Empathy Statements (2) ■ Active Listening (3)

■ Expert Recommendations (4) ■ Above and Beyond the Call of Duty (5)

DIALOGUE

In this example, which occurs in a government office, a cus-

tomer is very unclear about the person to see or talk with or even what she wants.The customer has a problem but has no

idea how to use government services to solve that problem.

Customer: I’m a single mother, and I need financial help

to pay for my children’s school.

Employee: OK. I’m not sure this is the office you need, so

I’m going to ask you some questions so I can suggest whom you need to speak with to get some help. OK?

Customer: Sure. I’m a little lost with all this.

Employee: Understandable. You’re probably pretty 

worried about your kids, and navigating the various 

government offices can be confusing (2). First, let’s start with who you’ve talked to so far. Is this your first gov-ernment visit about this (1)?

Customer: Yes.

Employee: [Asks questions about the age of the children,

the income level of the customer, whether the father is paying support, etc., which the customer answers] (1).

Employee: All right. I think I understand. Let’s see if I have

this right. You have two children, and your husband has left you and is refusing to pay support to help pay for school supplies. You’re wondering what your options are. Is that right (3)?

Customer: Yes. I just need to get by this rough spot.

Employee: OK. We don’t handle requests for temporary

assistance in this office, but I can help. Here’s what you need to do.You can apply for short-term assistance at the Department of Family Affairs on Green Street, which is right around the corner (4).They can help you with that end. I’d also suggest that you contact the Child Support Enforcement Agency as soon as possible for advice (4). It may turn out that there are ways to encourage your hus-band to pay for the school supplies, but you need to talk to the experts.They are also on Green Street (4).

Customer: OK. Can you give me directions?

Employee: Yes, I’ll do that. I’m also going to give you my

card, so you’ll have a specific person to talk to if you need more help on this (5).

EXPLANATION 

Most of this conversation consists of the employee using probing questions (1) to get enough information to pro-vide expert advice to the customer. Clearly, to give proper advice, the employee must take the time to understand the customer’s situation. Once the employee believes he has enough information to provide that advice, he checks out his understanding of what the customer has said, using active listening to summarize the customer’s situa-tion (3). This is an essential step, because if the employee misunderstands, the customer may end up going to the wrong places, because the advice won’t fit. Active listen-ing provides an opportunity for the customer to correct the employee’s understanding.

Then the employee offers expert recommendations (4). Pay special attention to the last sentence, where the

employee offers his card so the customer will have a known point of contact (5). This is something the employee isn’t required to do; it’s above and beyond the regular call of duty. It’s offered as a means of reassuring the customer that she can call a specific person if she gets lost in the bowels of the government bureaucracy.

HINTS

Make sure you understand the customer’s situation before handing out advice. It’s easy to jump to conclu-sions and not listen effectively and then end up not help-ing at all.

If you don’t have enough knowledge to provide expert

advice, then don’t. Either refer the person to somebody who is more expert, or be honest and simply admit you don’t know.

See Also: 52. When the Customer Wants Something That Won’t Fill His Need 34. When a Customer Makes a Racist Remark 

 

THE SITUATION

One of the most offensive things one person can do to another is to make a racist remark, a negative comment about the person’s ancestry, culture, heritage, or skin color. It’s unacceptable in any civil social situation, and it’s no less unacceptable during an employee/customer interaction. And let’s not make the mistake of assuming that racist remarks are uttered only by those in the “dom-inant culture.” No particular group has a monopoly. Racism is racism.

But how can you handle such a situation in a profes-

sional way that doesn’t open you up to a long, drawn-out argument?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Set Limits (1)

DIALOGUE

In this example, the customer makes a remark about the employee’s skin color. In this example, we’ll use the color green to refer to the employee’s skin color.

Customer: Well, I guess I shouldn’t expect you green peo-

ple to have any brains at all. All of you are brought up in barns or something.

Employee: I’m willing to help you conduct your business

with us, provided you don’t make any further com-ments about my background. If you do make any fur-ther remarks like that, I’m going to end this conversation and ask you to leave (1). It’s up to you, but I need your agreement before we can continue (1).

Customer: I have a right to my opinions. It’s a free country.

Employee: It seems like you’ve made your choice, so I’m

ending this conversation. If and when you’re willing to talk without negative remarks, I’m willing to help. But right now, this conversation is over.

EXPLANATIONS

This is a volatile situation, and there’s no perfect solu-tion. What you want to do is make it clear that the cus-tomer must meet a certain requirement—to stop making racist/negative comments—if the conversation is to con-tinue. That’s why the major technique involves setting

and enforcing limits (1). In setting the limits, it’s impor-

tant to do so in as neutral and matter-of-fact tone as you can muster. The less you show emotional reactions, the less likely the situation will escalate.

Setting limits is a first step. The much harder part is

enforcing the limits you set. If this conversation occurred on

the phone, you could terminate the conversation, since

that’s something you have control over. If it occurs in per-

son, let’s say in your company’s office, that’s much tougher,

since you don’t have direct control over whether the

unpleasant customer leaves or not. You can refuse to interact

further, but that raises a question: What do I do if the person doesn’t leave the area? The answer depends on your com-

pany policy and whether you have security personnel avail-

able to enforce the limits and the consequences you set.

What’s clear is that you should never take it upon yourself to

try to remove such a person from the office. Situations like

this can escalate to violence if not handled properly.

If the person refuses to leave, probably your best bet is

to remove yourself from the vicinity. For example, if the 35. When a Customer Makes a Sexist Remark

person is in your office, you can get up and leave. If you

can’t do that and the person is interfering with business,

then this may become a security or law enforcement issue.

If this occurred outside of the office, let’s say on the

premises of the customer, then you would leave, applying the consequences you mentioned in setting the limit.

HINTS

While you may be completely outraged by the remarks, keep in mind that your job is not to make the customer into a better human being. You will always lose if you engage in a long lecture about making racist remarks. Keep things short and simple. Don’t argue.

When applying a consequence, like ending an interac-

tion or asking the person to leave, you should always consider your own physical safety and the safety of those around you. There are times when the best path is to do nothing to get the person to leave. Try not to escalate the situation, and try not to back yourself into a corner, liter-ally or figuratively. Safety first.

See Also: 35. When a Customer Makes a Sexist Remark, 37. When a Customer Accuses You of Racism




 

THE SITUATION

While customers probably use sexist language less these days, employees still encounter sexist remarks much more frequently than you might think. Both men and women can be the victims of sexist comments, but women are more likely to be the targets. In this section we’ll look at one way to deal with a somewhat indirect, demeaning, sexist remark.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Not Taking the Bait (1)

■ Refocus (2)

■ Pros and Cons (3)

DIALOGUE

The employee is a car mechanic who is highly qualified and expert at her job. The customer, not used to having a woman work on his car, expresses a lack of confidence in an obnox-ious, sexist, and insulting way.

Customer: Look, I want someone to look at my car who

knows what he’s doing. Isn’t there a man around?

Employee: If you’re concerned about my experience, I’ve

been a mechanic for over 10 years and I’ve had my license at least that long. Now, you mentioned a funny noise coming from the engine. Can you describe it for me (1, 2)?

Customer: I don’t see how a woman can know anything

about cars.

Employee: Well, the thing is that if you want your car fixed

today, I’m the only person available. So it’s up to you what you want to do. Do you want to discuss the prob-lem with your car so we can get it done for you (3)?

Customer: OK, let’s do it.

EXPLANATIONS

While the sexist remarks are demeaning and insulting, notice that the employee refuses to be drawn into an argument about the ability of women to fix cars. She real-izes that if the customer is sexist, it’s not likely that argu-ing with him is going to change his mind. So, first she avoids the bait (1). She very briefly assures the customer that she’s experienced and skilled, but almost in the same breath she refocuses (2) back to the customer’s reason for being there—the problem with the car.

Unfortunately, the customer responds to the refocus

with another sexist comment. The employee responds by providing incentive for the customer to put aside his prej-udice (really a “Pros and Cons” technique) (3), by explaining that if he wants the car problem repaired today, she’s the mechanic he’ll have to deal with.

Faced with this reality, the customer gives in.

HINTS

There’s a difference between sexist remarks and behaviors and a legitimate desire to work with a man or a woman. For example, a man arranging a psychotherapy session may have a legitimate desire to work with another man (or a woman) because he feels more comfortable and his comfort may be essential to the success of psychotherapy, at least for him. However, when a request is phrased in terms that imply one gender or the other is inferior, then the request is sexist.

While sexist remarks may cause considerable anger,

remember two things: you aren’t going to change the other person and the person is a stranger whose opinions shouldn’t be allowed to control your emotions. There’s no point in arguing. 

However, when a customer makes sexist remarks over

and over and it’s clear that his or her attitude is going to prevent you from doing your job to help, you can termi-nate the conversation or give in and arrange for the cus-tomer to be served by someone else of the preferred

gender. It’s a judgment call. You can also refer the indi-

vidual to a supervisor.

See Also: 13. When the Customer Insults Your Competence, 34. When a Customer Makes a Racist Remark




36. When a Customer Refuses to Leave

 

THE SITUATION

While it’s rare, you may find yourself in a situation where

you’ve exhausted all constructive mechanisms of conver-sation and have decided to terminate the conversation with a customer. You politely ask the customer to leave, but he or she refuses. What do you do?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Set Limits (1)

■ Disengage (2)

■ Contact Security/Authorities/Management (3)

DIALOGUE

This situation occurs in the office of the employee.The cus-

tomer is angry at not getting what he wants and has become abusive.The employee sets some limits, indicating that unless the customer ceases his abusive behavior, the employee will ask him to leave.The customer responds abusively.

Employee: I don’t think we can continue this conversa-

tion, so I’m going to ask you to leave.

Customer: I told you I’m not leaving until I get what I

want. I’d like to see you try to make me leave.

Employee: I’m not going to force you to leave, but I’m not

going to continue with you. I’m going to leave.

Customer: Well, I’m not going anywhere.

Employee: Fine. If you’re still here when we close our

office in 20 minutes, we’ll have to contact the authori-ties to escort you out of the building. I don’t think any-one wants that.

Customer: I’m not moving.

Employee: [Leaves the office and informs manager

and/or security of the problem] (3).

EXPLANATIONS

The employee recognizes it isn’t his job to remove the customer and chooses the path of least resistance. Since there is no immediate safety threat and the customer is not actively interfering with the business of others, the employee decides to let the customer sit in the office. Faced with refusal to leave, the employee sets forth the limits and consequences if the customer stays (1) and then disengages by leaving the office (2). 

When the customer realizes he’s sitting in an office by

himself, without anyone to talk to, he may choose to leave on his own, understanding the whole process has become pointless. If he tries to stay beyond closing, then there’s no choice but to contact security or the authorities to have him removed. 

This situation is a potentially serious one that may

impact safety and security, so it’s important that the employee, upon leaving the office, inform his or her supervisor or security immediately, so he or she can

decide on the best course of action. 

HINTS

In this example, the employee could have checked back with the customer after allowing him to sit by himself for 5 or 10 minutes. For example, “Mr. Smith, if you’re will-ing to discuss your situation in a quiet manner, I’m will-ing to do that.” Sometimes an angry customer will reconsider after having had a few minutes by him- or her-self and either act more civilly or choose to leave.


There is no magic solution to this kind of situation

that guarantees everyone wins. Keep safety and security firmly in mind and don’t escalate or raise the stakes. Above all, don’t take on the responsibilities of the police or security.

See Also: 32. When a Customer Threatens Bodily Harm or Property Damage, 39. When a Customer Might Be Stealing




37. When a Customer Accuses You of Racism

 

THE SITUATION

One of the most offensive verbal attacks a person can make on another is to accuse him or her of being racist. While these kinds of attacks don’t happen that often, when they occur, self-control is essential for keeping the situation from becoming even uglier and more destruc-tive. In this example, we assume that the employee has not done anything at all to justify the accusation.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Refocus (2)

■ Refer to Supervisor (3)

■ Not Taking the Bait (4)

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (5)

DIALOGUE

In a government office, a person from a minority group

(we’ll call it the “green” group) is frustrated and angry

because he’s not being given what he asks for. He strikes out

verbally at the employee.

Customer: If I wasn’t green, you’d give me what I’m ask-

ing for. I think you’re prejudiced against green people.

Employee: It sounds like you are pretty frustrated (1). I

can explain how to appeal the decision, if that’s what you want (2, 4, 5).

Customer: What’s the point? All of you people are the

same. You don’t like green people.

Employee: If you’d like to talk to my supervisor about the

decision, I can help you arrange that. Is that what you’d like to do (3, 5)?

Customer: Yeah, I guess so.

EXPLANATIONS

The most important thing to notice here is that the employee, while indirectly acknowledging the “racist accusation,” doesn’t focus on it, but continues to turn the conversation to the issue (whatever the customer came in to discuss). He responds calmly and refuses to get into or encourage an argument about the accusation of racism, in essence refusing to rise to the bait (4).

Notice that the employee uses an empathy statement

(1) that acknowledges the customer’s feelings of frustra-tion, without directly acknowledging the racist accusa-tion. The employee offers a suggestion or choice about explaining the appeal process (2, 3), which the customer refuses or ignores.

Sometimes a customer will accuse an employee of

racism as a way to get attention or intimidate the employee into doing what he or she wants, even though the customer doesn’t really believe the accusation. Responding positively and not getting pulled in can encourage such people to back off the accusation.

However, in this case, that doesn’t happen. The cus-

tomer repeats the accusation, this time suggesting that everyone discriminates against green people. Since this kind of accusation is something that the employee can’t ignore if the customer continues to bring it up, the employee decides this situation would best be handled by the supervisor. He offers the possibility of speaking with the supervisor (3) and leaves the decision up to the customer (5). 

HINTS

Accusations of racism need to be taken more seriously than other kinds of accusations or insinuations, because the customer may decide his concerns (legitimate or not) should be aired in the media or to senior company staff. Generally, you should try to acknowledge any anger but without addressing the accusation directly, until such time as you believe the customer is serious. Then you need to address it more directly.

Self-control here is crucial. Your natural reaction may

be to defend yourself, but that reaction usually fuels an argument. The accusation may be unfair and unjustified. However, you aren’t going to change the accuser’s mind

when he or she is persistent. Arguing isn’t likely to result in the accuser stopping the accusations. Arguing will cost time and result in even more frustration.

See Also: 34. When a Customer Makes a Racist Remark, 35. When a Customer Makes a Sexist Remark




38. When a Customer Plays One Employee 

Off Another (“So-and-So Said”)

THE SITUATION

On occasion you may come across a customer who plays one employee off another. There are two situations where a customer may do this. In one situation, a customer con-tacts one employee (a coworker of yours) and then con-tacts another employee (you) and receives inconsistent information. In that situation, a customer might say, “But I spoke to John (coworker), and he said that I could . . . ” In this situation, the customer is acting in good faith and is confused about the conflicting information he received. 

In the second situation, the customer is not acting in

good faith: he or she lies about getting different informa-

tion from another employee and is hoping that you’ll bend the rules and buckle to the pressure of “what so-and-so said” to do what he or she wants. Customers will sometimes contact a number of employees, hoping to find someone who gives the answer the customer wants. You may recognize this as similar to what children some-times do with their mothers and fathers. 

The challenge is that it’s hard to tell if a customer is

playing off one employee against another as a way of manipulating or whether it’s a good-faith effort to resolve conflicting information. How do you handle a situation where you don’t know whether the customer is being honest about what another employee said, or whether the customer might be honestly mistaken?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Not Taking the Bait (1)

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (2) ■ Summarize the Conversation (3)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, the customer calls to try to get an employee

to make an exception to a particular procedure. The

employee cannot tell whether the caller is legitimately ask-

ing for clarification or trying to manipulate when he uses

the “so-and-so said” phrasing. The employee informs the

caller that he is unable to do what the customer asks.

Customer: Well, I don’t see the problem. I spoke to John

McGee yesterday, and he said there wouldn’t be a prob-lem in getting this done.

Employee: I can’t address what John McGee might have

said to you, since I wasn’t part of the conversation. Which leaves us a few options. You can get back in touch with John and continue the discussion with him, or we can talk about your situation a bit more to see whether we can find some way to accommodate you that works for both of us. Which would you prefer (2)?

Customer: Well, John’s hard to get in touch with, so

maybe we can continue to talk about this, since I have you on the phone.

Employee: OK. Let’s see if I understand your situation

properly. You want to [fill in relevant information], and you would like us to make an exception because [fill in relevant information]. Is that right (3)?

EXPLANATIONS

When a customer starts the employee-vs.-employee tactic, it creates a problem. If the employee deals directly with what the customer says as if it’s accurate, the employee

may end up being manipulated. On the other hand, if the employee completely ignores what another employee might have said, that can result in inconsistencies or even conflict between employees. So, the employee’s first response is to avoid taking the bait (1). The employee acknowledges that he heard what the customer said, but does so in a way that doesn’t commit to further discussion about what the other employee might have said. At this point, there is little reason to go into any detail about what John said, unless John is involved in the discussion.

However, since the employee doesn’t know what’s

happened, what’s true, and what John really said, he pro-vides the opportunity for the customer to go back to John to finish conducting his business. This sends the message that the employee is being flexible and helpful and leaves the decision with the customer (2).

If the caller isn’t telling the truth about what John

said, then it’s likely the caller will not want to go back to

John. In effect, offering this choice is a way of calling the

customer’s bluff, if it is a bluff, without being obvious or

offensive about it. 

When the customer decides not to contact John, the

employee returns the conversation to the issue at hand by summarizing the situation as he sees it (3). Apart from showing he’s listening, summarizing addresses the possi-bility that the employee has missed something important about the situation that might have caused John to give conflicting information. It’s a form of clarification.

HINTS

In a “so-and-so said” situation, you really can’t comment on a conversation you weren’t party to, no matter how much the customer wants to push you into it. 

Remember that you simply don’t know what John said

or what information John used to draw his conclusions. Either avoid the bait or involve John in the discussion.

Keep in mind that even if a customer provides an

honest recollection of what your colleague said, that rec-ollection may be inaccurate, incomplete, or garbled.

See Also: 40. When a Customer Is Playing to an Audience of Other Customers, 41. When a Customer Exhibits Passive-Aggressive Behavior




39. When a Customer Might Be Stealing

 

THE SITUATION

Strictly speaking, theft and shoplifting shouldn’t be cus-

tomer service issues, but it’s not uncommon for an employee to have suspicions or be confronted by situa-tions where a “customer” is stealing. What to do?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Contact Security/Authorities/Management (1)

DIALOGUE

This situation is different from most, because what counts

isn’t what you say to a suspected shoplifter, but what you do.

In this situation, an employee observes someone stuffing an

item into his pocket, apparently with the intent of stealing.

There should be no dialogue with the suspect (see Hints).

When the employee observes someone he believes is stealing,

he doesn’t approach the suspect, but contacts security or an

appropriately trained staff person. (Normally, a company

would tell employees who to contact in theft situations.)

EXPLANATIONS

When you observe someone stealing, your first reaction might be to confront the person. That’s wrong and that’s dangerous. You probably aren’t being paid to police the environment. Certainly your job isn’t to put your health on the line. No shoplifting situation is serious enough to place yourself in danger. The bottom line is that you need to let the professionals handle these situations, since they are better trained in theft management and suspect appre-hension techniques. Follow company procedures, and don’t intervene directly unless you’re a trained security professional (1).


HINTS

Keep in mind that, regardless of size or age, any person may carry a weapon or something that can be used as a weapon. That’s a major reason why you shouldn’t approach a suspected criminal, regardless of size, age, or gender.

You may take personal offense to someone who may

be stealing in your department or jurisdiction, and that’s understandable. You might feel obligated to take direct action and confront him or her. Don’t. Put aside your outrage or anger, and let the professionals handle it.

See Also: 32. When a Customer Threatens Bodily Harm or Property Damage, 36. When a Customer Refuses to Leave




40. When a Customer Is Playing to 

an Audience of Other Customers

THE SITUATION

In offices open to the public, you may come across a situ-ation where an angry or upset customer “plays to the audience” of other customers. The presence of an audi-ence can increase the severity of the customer’s angry behavior and also increase the length of the angry out-burst. One way you can determine whether the angry per-son is playing to the audience is to observe whether he’s glancing at the onlookers, or speaking to them. Here’s a way of dealing with this situation.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ Privacy and Confidentiality (2) ■ Disengage (3)

DIALOGUE

This discussion occurs in a government office, more specifi-

cally in a public waiting area that has several customer

service windows. There are about 10 customers waiting, and one customer is angry and interacting with the employee and playing to the audience.

Customer: You have no right to disallow my permit. Look

at all these people—I bet you’re screwing over all of them. [Turning to the waiting room.] Isn’t that right? [Turns back to employee.] I bet if we took a vote of all these good people, they would agree with me.

Employee: I can see that you disagree with the decision

and that you’re upset and want to talk about this (1). It’s not very private here, and I’m sure you don’t want your

personal information heard by others. Why don’t I arrange to talk about this so your confidentiality is pro-tected. If you want to step this way, we can continue the discussion (2). [Guides customer to a room or other area away from other customers.]

When the customer is seated in the private area, the employee continues.

Employee: I’m going to get your file, so we can look at

whether we missed something when deciding about your permit. It will just take a minute. Can I get you a cup of coffee or water?

Customer: Coffee, black, please.

Employee: [Goes to get file and coffee and returns in less

than two minutes] (3).

EXPLANATIONS

The employee recognizes that so long as there’s an audi-ence, the customer is going to continue to complain angrily, hoping to get moral support from the audience. First, the employee uses the frontline response of empathy statements as a preliminary way to defuse the situation (1). She then takes action to remove the “audience effect” by suggesting the conversation continue in a venue that “protects the confidentiality of the customer” (2). Make special note of the way she presents this option, suggest-ing it ostensibly for the protection of the customer.

Once they have moved into a more private area, she

uses the “Disengage” technique (3). Angry people will often calm down if they have a few moments to them-selves, particularly if they realize they’ve acted inappropri-ately or uncharacteristically. The employee leaves the

customer alone for a few minutes, after offering two rea-sonable explanations for leaving the area (files and cof-fee), while demonstrating consideration for a “guest.”

HINTS

A disengagement allows both parties (employee and cus-tomer) the opportunity to calm down and pull things together. You can use disengagement when you find you’re getting overly frustrated and need time to recover.

When arranging for more privacy, keep in mind that

safety is an important concern, particularly with a cus-

tomer who seems unstable, is exceedingly abusive, or has a record of verbal or physical violence. For this reason, it’s often best to use a location that’s not completely isolated. For example, if you take the customer to an office, it may be best to keep the door open.

See Also: 41. When a Customer Exhibits Passive-Aggressive Behavior, 42. When a Customer Uses Nonverbal Attempts to Intimidate




41. When a Customer Exhibits 

Passive-Aggressive Behavior

THE SITUATION

The passive-aggressive customer can be exceedingly frus-trating to deal with and in some cases can be more intimi-dating than someone who’s overtly and obviously hostile. Luckily, most passive-aggressives are, well, passive, and are unlikely to do anything that’s truly dangerous.

Before we discuss what you can do with passive-

aggressive customers, we need to be clear about what the term means. Passive-aggressives are uncomfortable with expressing their anger in clear and obvious ways, and choose to get their angry message across more subtly, through the use of voice tone, nonverbals like staring and glaring, rolling of eyes, and sarcasm.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Not Taking the Bait (1)

■ Acknowledge Customer’s Needs (2) ■ Assurances of Results (3)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, the customer wants to return some merchan-

dise.There is really no problem with the return process, but

this customer is exceedingly passive-aggressive, and makes

his displeasure known through “passive” behavior.

Customer: [Stands in front of employee with arms crossed,

glaring at employee while he makes his return request.]

Employee: I bet you want to get this done quickly (1, 2). If

you can just fill in the top part of this form, we’ll get your refund.

Customer: Yeah. Right. More paperwork. [Begins to fill out

the form, and when completed waves it in front of employee.] There, here’s your form.

Employee: Good. I’ll just get the manager to approve this.

It will be just a minute (1, 3).

Customer: Uh-huh. That will be the day.

EXPLANATIONS

In this scenario the employee knows that the customer is upset, or at least in a bad mood, and the customer insists on showing it in a covert way. The problem with the passive-aggressive customer is that if you ask about or comment upon the customer’s negative feelings, the customer will deny them. So, it’s best to ignore these passive-aggressive behaviors. The employee refused to take the bait throughout the interaction (1).

The employee also acknowledged the customer’s appar-

ent need to get the refund quickly (2), and assured the cus-

tomer the refund will be processed almost on the spot.

HINTS

A customer’s passive-aggressive behavior is different from

passive-aggressive behavior coming from someone closer to you—let’s say a spouse, child, co-worker or boss. In the latter cases, it’s important, for the purposes of building and maintaining relationships, to deal with the person’s discomfort. With a customer, it’s usually not worth explor-ing why the customer is upset. The passive-aggressive customer won’t tell you.

Deal with the passive-aggressive in a calm, business-

like, and task-oriented way. Don’t take the bait, and don’t

indicate the behavior is putting you off balance.


Passive-aggressive behavior tends to be ingrained in

people who use it. You won’t be able to change that in casual encounters with customers. Get the business done and move on. The customer may still be upset, but unless he or she takes some responsibility to work with you to become less upset, there’s nothing you can do.

See Also: 42. When a Customer Uses Nonverbal Attempts to Intimidate




42. When a Customer Uses Nonverbal

Attempts to Intimidate

THE SITUATION

When some people get angry, they will use some specific nonverbal techniques to make the other person feel uncomfortable, threatened, or cornered. These techniques include staring and glaring, invading personal space (get-ting too close), and using height differences to force the other person to look upwards (a subservient position). There are some ways to counter these behaviors. Here’s an example.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Manage Height Differentials/Nonverbals (1) ■ Distract (2)

DIALOGUE

This situation occurs in a garage, where the customer is hav-

ing his car examined to get an estimate of damage for an insurance claim after an accident. The insurance adjuster is a woman, about five feet two inches tall; the man who owns the car is about six feet three. The two are standing face-to-face as the adjuster is outlining the damage she has identi-fied. The customer moves closer and closer, into her personal space, which also forces the adjuster to angle her head upwards more and more.

Employee: I see some rear bumper and headlight dam-

age on the right, but I need to get the car on a hoist to take a look at the suspension.

Customer: [Glaring and moving closer.] What the hell are

you talking about? Any idiot can see that the suspen-sion is shot.

Employee: [Shifts a quarter turn away from the customer,

breaking eye contact for a moment] (1). Mr. Smith, we’ll look at the suspension in a moment, but right now, take a look at the right side panel. [Points to a spot below eye level.] Do you see a dent there? We don’t want to miss anything (2).

Customer: [Bends down, breaking eye contact and moving

out of the employee’s personal space.] Yes, I think I do.

EXPLANATIONS

When the customer moves into the employee’s space, she faces a dilemma. If she moves backward, she sends a mes-sage that the customer is intimidating her and controlling the interaction. If she moves forward, into a confronta-tional position, she increases the risk of more anger and even physical violence, particularly if any contact is made, however accidental. So, she turns her body to one side, so she’s at a 90-degree angle to the customer (1). This posi-tion is less confrontational than a face-to-face situation, and she can also break eye contact without appearing sub-servient. When a person breaks eye contact at the same time as he or she moves, it appears less “weak.”

At about the same time, she uses the “Distract” tech-

nique (2), directing the attention of the customer away from her, away from his anger, and toward a specific and concrete point. That causes the customer to look at that point (the car panel). When he bends to look, he’s now lower and has lost his dominating physical position. In that stance, he can no longer stare (extend eye contact).

HINTS

When you face a person invading your space, it’s never good to move closer, because of the possibility of vio-

lence. This applies whether you’re bigger, smaller, or the

same size.

If someone tries to intimidate you by moving closer

and towering over you while you’re seated, then you need to get out of your chair. Do so slowly and without placing the palms of your hands on your knees or the arms of the chair, since those actions can be construed as aggressive. 

The “Distract” technique is valuable whenever you

deal with an angry customer. You can direct his or her attention to any physical object—a computer screen, pamphlet, other piece of paper, clipboard, etc. However, you must direct his or her attention verbally—“Take a look at this because . . . ”—and nonverbally—point to the specific spot you want the customer to look at. The “Distract” technique won’t work if you simply provide something and say, “Please look at this.” 

See Also: 41. When a Customer Exhibits Passive-Aggressive Behavior, 43. When a Customer Makes Persistent and Frequent Phone Calls




43. When a Customer Makes Persistent

and Frequent Phone Calls

THE SITUATION

A customer who calls over and over when there’s no clear, constructive point in doing so is enough to drive any employee to frustration. Customers do this kind of thing for various reasons, perhaps in the hope of being so annoy-ing the employee will give them the answer they want, or simply because they are exceedingly anxious. Apart from being annoying, the bigger problem is that persistent and pointless phone calls interfere with getting real work done and serving other customers. While you can’t really control who calls and how often, there are some things you can try.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Broken Record (1)

■ Acknowledge Customer’s Needs (2) ■ Find Agreement Points (3) ■ Set Limits (4)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, the caller wants to speak to the manager,

who’s away from his desk for most of the day. During the

first call, the employee who answers explains that the man-

ager will be unable to return the call today, but will likely do

so tomorrow. About 30 minutes later the customer calls again, asking if the manager is in yet.

Customer: This is John Smith. I called earlier, but I need to

know if the manager is back yet.

Employee: As I said, he won’t be available until at least

tomorrow. I will make sure he knows you urgently want to talk to him (1).

Customer: OK. Bye.

About an hour later, the customer calls again and repeats

the question.

Employee: Mr. Smith, I realize you’re anxious to speak to

the manager, and I’ve promised you I’ll convey a sense of urgency to him (1, 2). You can save yourself a lot of time by waiting until you hear from us tomorrow, and I’d really like to ask you to refrain from calling until tomorrow.

Customer: Yeah, well, I’ll do what I want.

Employee: I’m sure you will (3). If you do call back today,

though, your call is going to get routed to voicemail. Best to wait until tomorrow (4).

EXPLANATIONS

This is a difficult situation because the customer controls

whether he calls back or not; the employee can only encourage restraint. The basic approach is to avoid get-ting into an argument by doing a “broken record” of the same message—that the manager is unavailable and will call tomorrow (1).

Despite this, the customer calls back again, asking the

same question. Once again the employee uses the “Broken Record” (1), but couples this with an acknowl-edgment that the caller feels the situation is urgent (2). The customer does not respond favorably and indicates he will do what he wants. Rather than arguing, the employee agrees that he can do as he pleases (3).

The employee also sets a limit (4). He indicates that

further calls won’t be answered and will go to voicemail. In other words, he’s trying to get across the point that

additional calls will waste the caller’s time. Of course, if

the employee lacks the facility to do this (by using caller ID), then this consequence won’t work. 

A second option for setting limits goes like this. “I

appreciate that you want to speak to the manager, but if you call again today, I’m not going to be able to speak to you, except to repeat what I’ve already told you.” And then enforce that consequence/limit.

HINTS

The worst thing you can do is get angry or let your frus-

tration show, since this will almost always precipitate an argument, which will eat up more of your time.

You can explain why you can’t continue to respond to

the same questions, but the challenge is to do so in a way that doesn’t send the message that you have more impor-tant things to do. If the customer gets that message from you, whether implicit or explicit, an argument is likely.

See Also: 14. When a Customer Won’t Stop Talking on the Phone, 23. When You Need to Route a Customer Phone Call




44. When Someone Else Is Not 

Responding (No Callback)

THE SITUATION

In the workplace, we all work with and depend upon other employees. Unfortunately, colleagues may not return calls promptly or fulfill their commitments to cus-tomers. On occasion you may run into a situation where you receive a call from a customer complaining that one of your colleagues hasn’t responded to phone messages from the customer. Since the customer has managed to contact you, it’s likely he’s going to vent his frustration on you. How do you deal with this situation, particularly without criticizing your colleague?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Empathy Statements (1) ■ You’re Right! (2)

■ Provide Explanations (3) ■ Offer Choices/Empowering (4) ■ Arrange Follow-Up (5)

■ Apologize (6)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, the caller has been trying to get in touch

with Bob, and has left several urgent messages requesting

that Bob return his call. He manages to call you.

Customer: I’ve left at least three messages for Bob, in the

last two days, and I haven’t heard from him. What kind of outfit are you running there? Doesn’t anyone return calls?

Employee: That’s got to be frustrating for you (1). We try

to ensure that all calls are returned within one working

day, but obviously something has gone wrong. Let me check to see if Bob has been in, or perhaps he’s been sick (3).

Customer: Even if he’s sick, shouldn’t someone be cover-

ing his calls? Or doesn’t your company follow proper business practice?

Employee: You’re right (2)! Whatever the circumstances,

you should have received a return phone call. I’m checking right now to see if Bob is in. Yes, he just returned from a meeting. I’ll tell you what (3). If you give me your name, and what you’re calling about, I’ll walk down the hall and explain the situation to Bob. If Bob can’t call you within an hour, I’ll see if someone else can. One way or another, someone will call you within the hour, let’s say by 5:30. Is that OK (4)?

Customer: No, it’s not OK. I want to know what’s happen-

ing now, before I hang up.

Employee: I can do that. If I can place you on hold, I’ll talk

to Bob right away, or I can call you back in five minutes (4).

Customer: OK. Call me back then.

The employee ends the conversation by apologizing, then speaks to Bob. Whatever the outcome, the employee person-ally calls the customer back (5, 6) (follow-up) and tries to solve the customer’s problem.

EXPLANATIONS

These situations can be frustrating because both you and the customer may be annoyed due to someone else’s behavior over which neither of you have control. As with

most irate customer situations, the employee begins the response with an empathy statement (1), and then explains that the company strives to call customers back within one business day (3). Notice the explanation about callbacks is kept short, because the truth is that the company policy is of little relevance to the customer at this point in time.

When the customer points out that someone ought to

be covering the phone for an absent employee or one taken ill, the employee takes the opportunity to use the “You’re Right!” technique (2).

The next part of the conversation is directed at trying

to solve the customer’s immediate problem—getting in touch with Bob, or someone else who can help him as soon as possible. The employee offers alternatives so the customer gets to choose what would be best for him from a range of possible options (4).

Finally, the conversation ends after an agreement has

been struck about follow-up (5), and with the employee offering an apology (6). Needless to say, the employee (or someone) must follow up in the agreed-on fashion or risk the customer going from irate and frustrated to full-bore angry.

HINTS

It’s important that you do not make critical remarks about the co-worker who didn’t return the call, even if that co-worker has a history of this kind of behavior. For example: “Oh, Bob is always late returning calls” is completely inappropriate and puts Bob, your company, and you in a negative light. It can also cause problems with your co-worker.


The more you can go above and beyond the call of

duty in resolving this difficulty, the better. You can’t nec-

essarily deflect the customer’s anger resulting from a sloppy colleague, but you can act in ways so that you won’t get painted with the same brush.

See Also: 56. When a Reservation/Appointment Is Lost and You Can’t Meet the Commitment, 58. When a Customer Complains About a Known Problem




45. When You Need to Clarify Commitments

 

THE SITUATION

Customer service isn’t always a one-way street where the employee is the only one with commitments to keep. There are situations where both you and the customer have to do certain things to meet the customer’s needs. While this situation exists in normal interactions with customers, it’s far more frequent when you’re working with internal clients.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Summarize the Conversation (1) ■ Ask Probing Questions (2)

DIALOGUE

Over the course of this conversation, the employee has com-

mitted to developing a formal proposal to be forwarded to the client. Since the proposal is based on information that must first be sent by the client to the employee, the client also has to make and keep a commitment. The following conversation is an example of clarifying and summarizing commitments.

Customer: So, you’re going to get the proposal to me by

the end of the week, right?

Employee: Yes, but I can do that only if you send me the

portfolio information by fax sometime today. Can you do that?

Customer: Yes, I’ll do that.

Employee: OK, let’s make sure we are on the same wave-

length. You’re going to send me the portfolio by fax.

That document includes [details]. I should receive that today. Then I’ll use that to draft a proposal that includes [details] and get it to you by the end of the week. Is that what we’re saying (1)?

Customer: Yes.

Employee: Good. One more thing. I don’t see anything

that might cause me to be unable to get the proposal done on time. Is there anything that might come up that might interfere with your getting the portfolio here (2)?

EXPLANATIONS

This is a straightforward discussion that includes a bit of negotiating and the use of a basic communication tech-nique to avoid the consequences of misunderstanding.

The initial part of the conversation involves both parties agreeing to meet some specific commitments by specific

deadlines. In this scenario, both parties must keep their commitments for the customer to receive the proposal he wants. Once the initial agreement is made, the employee summarizes the conversation (1). This might seem like

overkill to you, but it’s always better to err on the cau-tious side. Making sure communication is working is bet-ter than running the risk of a project going askew due to a misunderstanding.

At the end of the conversation, you’ll notice the

employee doing something interesting. He uses a probing question (2), asking whether the customer can foresee any possible barriers to keeping his commitment to fax the material. Why? Because sometimes people will make commitments to do something without actually thinking enough about the commitment. By using this probing

question, the employee encourages the customer to think a little more carefully. Since the employee’s ability to keep his end of the bargain depends on the customer keeping his or her commitments, it makes sense to do that.

HINTS

Whenever commitments are made, the conversation should end with a summary of those commitments.

See Also: 12. When a Customer Needs to Follow a Sequence of Actions, 51. When an Internal Customer Isn’t Following Procedures to Request Service




46. When a Customer Wants Information

You’re Not Allowed to Give

THE SITUATION

Customers will sometimes ask for information that you’re not permitted to give out, because it might com-promise the privacy of others, pose a security threat, or result in the sharing of proprietary information the company doesn’t allow to be circulated. The trick here is to refuse in a professional and polite way that’s less likely to create a long, drawn-out argument. 

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Acknowledge Customer’s Needs (1) ■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (2) ■ Provide Alternatives (3)

DIALOGUE

In this short interaction, the customer asks for the home phone number of the department manager.

Customer: Since he’s not in, I’d like to contact him at

home. What’s his number?

Employee: I understand you want to resolve this quickly

(1), but I’m not allowed to give out that information. Everyone deserves some time off from work, and our staff isn’t available for home phone calls (2). What I can do is arrange for you to talk to someone else who’s available right now who can help solve your problem (3).

EXPLANATIONS

In this example, the employee handles the situation by acknowledging the customer’s desire to deal with his

problem quickly (1) and then provides a brief explana-tion of why she can’t give out the number (2). The reason it’s good to provide an explanation is that it makes the response sound less bureaucratic or arbitrary. Finally, the employee offers an alternative (3). This tends to soften the refusal.

HINTS

When refusing a customer’s request, explain why you are refusing. That sends the message that you aren’t being arbitrary, but are interested in helping the customer understand the reasoning behind the refusal.

Explanations should be short, followed by offering

some sort of alternative that might address the customer’s needs.

See Also: 20. When You Don’t Have the Answer, 59. When a Customer Asks Inappropriate Questions




47. When a Customer Makes a Suggestion to Improve Service

THE SITUATION

One of the best ways to find out how to improve cus-tomer service is to get information from customers. In this situation, a customer volunteers a suggestion about how to improve the service at a bank.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Thank-Yous (1)

■ Arrange Follow-Up (2)

■ Close Interactions Positively (3)

DIALOGUE

Sometimes employees will encounter customers who make suggestions for how to improve service. Because employees are often not trained to do anything with these suggestions, they will listen politely, hoping the person will finish what he or she has to say so they can get on with finishing a transac-tion. It doesn’t have to be that way, as this dialogue shows. Listening to such suggestions and then in fact acting on them can affect both your relationship with customers and improve your ability to serve them.

Customer: You know, when I come to this branch at

lunch, I’m always surprised that you have less staff dur-ing the period most people come to the bank. I’d bet you’d do much better by making sure there are more tellers on at lunchtime.

Employee: Thanks for the suggestion (1). I happen to

agree, and I know this issue has come up before. What I’d like to do is pass your suggestion on to the manager of the branch, since she’s the one who would have to

arrange for more staff. And, if you like, I can also have the manager follow up with you on your suggestion, if only to explain why it might not be practical. Is that some-thing you’d like (2)?

Customer: Well, yes, I’d appreciate that. My name and

phone number are . . . .

Employee: OK. It might be a few days before you hear

from Marsha Smith, our manager. I appreciate that you thought enough about us to offer a suggestion about how to provide better service to you. Have a good day (3).

EXPLANATIONS

This is a straightforward situation, because the customer is making a suggestion in a constructive and neutral way. The employee thanks the customer for the suggestion (1). What’s more critical here is the employee’s offer and commitment to pass the suggestion on to the branch manager and arrange for follow-up if the customer wants it (2). Why is this so important? Because it tells the cus-tomer that the employee is taking her seriously and that she’s important to the employee and the branch.

Finally, at the end of the interaction, you see an effec-

tive “close,” where the employee reiterates an apprecia-tion of the customer’s time and effort in offering the suggestion.

HINTS

When you make a commitment on behalf of someone else (in this case the bank manager), be sure that the other person will keep the commitment you made. 

When you make a commitment for someone else, it’s

always a good idea for you to follow up with the person who is supposed to fulfill the commitment. In this case the employee would talk with or remind the bank man-ager to contact the customer in a day or two.

It’s good customer service to treat every suggestion as

important, even those that seem impractical or “poor.” Above all, don’t argue.

See Also: 49. When You’re Following Up on a Customer Complaint, 53. When You Want Feedback from the Customer




48. When You Can’t Find a Customer’s

Reservation/Appointment

THE SITUATION

In any business where the customer needs to make a reservation or appointment to be served, there’s always a risk or possibility that the reservation or appointment information may be lost. How you recover from this situ-ation means the difference between a satisfied customer and one who might complain, argue, vent, or otherwise take up a lot of your time.

Situations like this can occur with airlines, hotels,

restaurants, doctors’ or dentists’ offices, or similar envi-

ronments.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Apologize (1)

■ Assurances of Results (2) ■ Bonus Buy Off (3)

■ You’re Right! (4)

■ Contact Security/Authorities/Management (5)

DIALOGUE

This situation takes place in a hotel lobby. The customer

arrives with a reservation number, but the hotel clerk has no

record of the reservation. In this example, the employee can

accommodate the customer’s needs, but perhaps not with-out some degree of inconvenience for the customer.

Customer: What the heck do you mean, you can’t find my

reservation? I made it at least two weeks ago.

Employee: I’m sorry for the inconvenience (1), but it

shouldn’t be a problem to get you into a room even without the reservation (2). It should only take a minute

or two. I just need to get some information from you, and, once we’re done, I’ll find out what we can do to compensate you for the inconvenience (3).

Customer: Well, this is stupid. It just shouldn’t happen.

Employee: You’re right (4), it shouldn’t, and once we get

you settled I’ll let my manager know about the prob-lem so we can do our best to make sure it doesn’t hap-pen again (5).

EXPLANATIONS

Since the company has probably made an error, the first step is to apologize (1). It’s possible the customer has made the error, but even in the case where the customer has arrived at the wrong time or place, it’s best to assume the company has made the mistake, since arguing will alienate the customer and waste more time.

In this situation, there is a vacancy, so the problem is

not great. The employee wants to communicate as quickly as possible that the customer will be accommo-dated and the inconvenience will be minor (2).

The employee suggests that the hotel will offer some

sort of compensation, or “Bonus Buy Off” (3), as a con-crete indication that the hotel is sorry for the inconven-ience. The employee may need to follow through on this, perhaps talking with the manager on duty to determine the exact nature of the compensation.

The employee uses the “You’re Right!” technique (4),

emphasizing that she agrees with the customer that this should never have happened. By following this up with a promise to contact/notify management that the reserva-tion was lost (5), she solidifies the customer’s perception that the employee and the hotel take these problems seri-

ously. Because the employee does this, it’s more likely the customer will return to the hotel.

HINTS

Customers sometimes get confused about their reserva-tions or blame their own error on the company. While it may seem unfair to take responsibility for a problem that’s not your fault, nothing is gained by arguing with the customer or focusing on who is to blame.

Even if you’re not personally responsible for a mis-

take, apologize on behalf of the company.

See Also: 56. When a Reservation/Appointment Is Lost and You Can’t Meet the Commitment, 58. When a Customer Complains About a Known Problem




49. When You’re Following Up 

on a Customer Complaint

THE SITUATION

Believe it or not, one of the biggest opportunities to show a customer how much you value him or her involves how you recover when the customer has a complaint. Of course, if you can address the customer’s complaint immediately, that’s a major and critical step. What most companies and people don’t realize is that following up on customer complaints can complete the recovery cycle and transform a complaining customer into a customer

for life.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Use Customer’s Name (1) ■ Offer Choices/Empowering (2) ■ Ask Probing Questions (3) ■ Thank-Yous (4)

■ Above and Beyond the Call of Duty (5)

DIALOGUE

In this case, the manager of a retail outlet has employees

notify him of significant complaints on the part of cus-tomers, along with any contact information the customer is

willing to offer. Here’s how the manager follows up on com-

plaints via phone calls.

Manager: Mr. Jones (1), this is John Roberts from the

Loveme Emporium. You may remember about a month ago you had some concerns about [describe situation], and I’m phoning to see how everything worked out and if you’re satisfied with the result. Have you got a minute (2)?

Customer: Sure. What do you want to know?

Manager: Well, let’s start with whether you were satisfied

with the outcome (3)?

Customer: Yes and no. I’m satisfied that we got things

solved, but I have to tell you that the whole process took far too much time—time I didn’t have to waste.

Manager: I can understand what you’re saying. Is there

anything specific we could have done to shorten the time (3)?

Customer: [Offers some suggestions.]

Manager: Thank you for the ideas (4). I’m going to pass

those on to the district manager. Here’s something I can suggest to you right now, though. If you ever come across a similar situation, please feel free to contact me directly at 555-4444 or in person. I hope this doesn’t happen again, but if it does, I can make sure it’s settled much more quickly in the future (5).

Customer: Well, thank you. You know, it’s pretty rare to

get this kind of personal contact from anyone these days. I’m impressed.

EXPLANATIONS

The techniques used here are straightforward. First, we

have the basic courtesy techniques, “Using the Customer’s Name” (1) and “Thank-Yous” (4). In addition, you can see that the manager asks permission (choices/empower-ing) to give the customer the option of answering a few questions or not (2).

However, the critical component here is (5), where

the manager goes above and beyond the call of duty by offering the customer “special” access in the event that a similar problem occurs. It reassures the customer that the phone call is sincere and that the manager is offering something significant to help him.

What really makes this kind of follow-up succeed is

that the customer perceives that he’s getting personalized service. To this end, the manager used his name and demonstrated that he took the time to familiarize himself with and remember the customer and his situation. Personalized service is so rare these days that customers who receive it can become loyal customers.

HINTS

When following up on a complaint, it’s essential that the person following up take the time to familiarize him- or herself with the customer’s situation and prove to the customer that he has put in the time to do so. That’s where the power of the follow-up lies.

While this example focuses on a manager following

up, nonmanagement employees should be encouraged to do this as well. It’s a low-cost way to demonstrate to cus-tomers that they’re important.

See Also: 47. When a Customer Makes a Suggestion to Improve Service, 55. When You Need to Respond to a Customer Complaint Made in Writing




50. Properly Identifying the 

Internal Customer

THE SITUATION 

When working with internal customers, it’s important that you identify who has the power and authority to make decisions, and that you interact directly with that person. Sometimes you may be approached by someone who lacks the decision-making power that will permit you to help the customer. Here’s a process you can use to identify the real customer and request direct contact.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Ask Probing Questions (1) ■ Active Listening (2)

■ Question Instead of State (3) ■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (4)

DIALOGUE

In this situation the employee works in the information tech-

nology (IT) division. He’s approached by someone from the insurance division about a software development project the insurance division needs. The IT employee isn’t clear about who the real customer/decision-maker will be and seeks to identify and contact that person.

Employee: Fred, I know that projects of this size usually

have a lot of people who need to be involved and con-sidered. Before we move forward we need to involve those other people (4). Can you suggest who needs to be involved in our discussions (1)?

Customer: Sure, I’m the lead person on this. Then, there’s

the supervisor of underwriting. Also, my manager needs to sign off on the project.

Employee: OK, so what you’re saying is that, ultimately,

your manager is the one who’s the final decision-maker. Is that right (2)?

Customer: Yes, ultimately, but I make the recommenda-

tions to my manager, so pretty much what I suggest is accepted.

Employee: OK. That makes sense. I want to make sure

that we get this project on the right path and don’t have to redo things, so I’d like to arrange a meeting with your manager (4). Can we do that (3)?

EXPLANATIONS

This example is a bit trickier than it looks. The employee wants to be careful not to alienate the customer she is interacting with by insinuating that he lacks the proper authority. That’s why she uses a gentle approach, rather than a more direct approach.

The employee uses some gentle probing questions (1)

to get the customer to identify the key players. Even though the employee knows the answer, it’s a good tactic

to encourage the customer to identify the other players, if only to confirm the employee’s understanding is accurate. To put the question in context, the employee explains the reasoning behind the question (4).

After the customer provides information regarding

other people who need to be involved, the employee uses an active listening response (2) to show she’s paying attention and to confirm that she understands the cus-tomer’s response.

Once again, the employee explains why the manager

should be involved (4) and follows up by asking a ques-tion, “Can we do that?”, rather than making a direct

request or demand. The employee does this to avoid the possibility the customer will feel marginalized.

HINTS

People don’t always feel comfortable admitting they don’t have the authority to complete an arrangement. You need to be aware of that and use gentle, probing questions to identify who really has the authority.

Since you may work with the same internal customers

over long periods of time, remember that you have two concerns. One is to get the project going and meet the needs of the customer. The other—which is as impor-tant—is to build relationships with those internal cus-tomers and avoid poisoning those relationships by being too aggressive or task-oriented.

See Also: 45. When You Need to Clarify Commitments, 51. When an Internal Customer Isn’t Following Procedures to Request Service




51. When an Internal Customer Isn’t

Following Procedures to Request Service

THE SITUATION

Internal customers, due to their familiarity with others in the company, sometimes go directly to an employee to ask for help, when they should be making a formal

request for service. This can complicate life for the unit

providing the service, since it makes it difficult to coordi-nate requests. What do you do if you are approached

directly to provide service, but your work unit requires that the internal customer make a formal request?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Provide Explanations (1) ■ Empathy Statements (2) ■ Expedite (3)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, a member of the accounting department (internal customer) contacts a computer technician in the information technology (IT) department. IT has a set of pro-cedures it wants internal clients to use so it can coordinate and prioritize requests.

Customer: Our computers have been down for about 20

minutes, and we can’t process our month-end invoices. It’s a real mess. Can you come up and see what the problem is?

Employee: That’s a serious problem (2). We need to get on

this right away, but I’ll need you to complete a request for service form and get it to our job coordinator.

Customer: We don’t have time for that stuff. I need this

fixed yesterday. Can’t you just come up and take a look?

Employee: I’ll tell you what. We can get something mov-

ing on this within the hour if you get the request for service done. How about if I come up right now and get the request for service form? Then I’ll hand-walk it to the coordinator for approval (3). The whole thing should take about 10 minutes.

Customer: Well, I don’t see why that’s necessary, since

we’re talking right now, and you’re the one that has to fix the problem.

Employee: I understand it’s frustrating (2). Let me explain

why we want to have a formal request (1) [explains].

Customer: OK. I guess that makes sense. Can you come

up right now?

EXPLANATIONS

It’s easy to understand why the accounting department employee is upset and concerned, because it appears that he’s being tied up in red tape. It’s also easy to understand why the IT department needs to coordinate and prioritize service. In this situation, the IT employee knows that this will be a high-priority job, provided the formal request is made.

Notice the use of empathy statements (2) by the

employee to show concern and understanding. What’s really important in this example is the promise of imme-diate help (expediting) (3). By offering to get things going immediately, the employee is sending the message that the customer’s needs will be met and the employee will help the customer navigate the process of making a formal request. Finally, you can see that the customer isn’t understanding why the request is necessary. The employee explains the reasons for the procedure (1).

HINTS

When explaining the purpose of a policy or procedure, it’s important to highlight any benefits of the procedure from the point of view of the customer or customers.

Explain policies or procedures in plain language with-

out using jargon. The exception is when the customer is conversant with the jargon.

See Also: 12. When a Customer Needs to Follow a Sequence of Actions, 50. Properly Identifying the Internal Customer




52. When the Customer Wants Something

That Won’t Fill His Need

THE SITUATION

You may find yourself in a situation where the customer thinks he wants something that you know won’t make him happy or fill an important need he’s expressed. While you might think that giving the customer what he wants is generally a good thing, it may not be so in this situation. Your role should be to make sure the customer remains happy over time. Here’s how to help the cus-tomer make a better choice.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Active Listening (1)

■ Ask Probing Questions (2)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, taking place at an automobile dealership,

the customer has expressed concern about the importance of fuel efficiency and has also indicated he wants a sports utility vehicle (which has poor fuel efficiency). The employee uses questions to help the customer clarify his priorities.

Employee: OK. If I understand what you’re saying, you

would like a fuel-efficient SUV, maybe a Blazer. Is that correct (1)?

Customer: Yes. I really like the Blazer.

Employee: I want to be sure you won’t be disappointed in

whatever choice you make, so let me ask you a few ques-tions. First, given the mileage you’ve said you drive, the Blazer will cost you about $250 per month in fuel. On the other hand, going to a smaller hatchback like the Sentra

would cost you about $80 a month in fuel. Are you com-fortable paying that extra money every month for the Blazer (2)?

Customer: Wow. There’s that much difference?

Employee: Yes. So which is most important to you, having

something that’s more fuel-efficient or having the extra space of the Blazer (2)?

Customer: Well, I like the Blazer, but I’m not sure I really

need one. And I don’t want to be spending over $3,000 in gas each year. Maybe we should look at those other vehicles. You’re suggesting that a Sentra might be a good way to go, right?

EXPLANATIONS

Notice that the first step in this example involves active listening, reflecting back what the customer has said to ensure that the employee understands (1). An additional benefit of this is that the customer knows the employee is paying attention.

The probing questions used here are an alternative to

the employee offering expert advice and pros and cons directly. While the latter techniques can be useful or com-bined with the use of probing questions, the advantage of the probing questions lies in gently leading the customer to consider issues he may not be thinking about. The employee is helping the customer “connect the dots.” 

HINTS

Probing questions can be used with expert recommenda-tions and a more direct discussion of pros and cons. When combined, the probing questions would usually be used first.

“Active Listening” is a good technique to use in all

kinds of situations. What’s important is that the active lis-

tening responses sound natural and comfortable. Active listening responses should never sound artificial, or too “touchy-feely.”

See Also: 33. When a Customer Is Confused About What He or She Wants or Needs




53. When You Want Feedback 

from the Customer

THE SITUATION

We usually think of customer service as the process of providing something—services, information, or products to the customer. There’s another component of customer service, and that involves the process of getting feedback from the customer so you can improve your customer service. Most people involved in serving customers don’t think of this as part of their jobs, but it can be useful. How do you elicit feedback to help you and your com-pany improve service?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Offer Choices/Empowering (1) ■ Ask Probing Questions (2) ■ Active Listening (3)

■ Arrange Follow-Up (4)

■ Use Customer’s Name (5) ■ Thank-Yous (6)

DIALOGUE

The setting is a bank. The employee wants to find out (with the support of the manager) how customers perceive the

service they’re receiving, and whether they have any sugges-tions or comments for improvement. Here’s how she does it.

Employee: Mrs. Jones (5), we’re interested in hearing

what you think about our service at this branch. If you have just a minute or two, I’d appreciate it if you could answer some quick questions. Is that OK (1)?

Customer: Sure. If it’s short.

Employee: Yes, it’s short. On a scale of 1 to 10 how would

you rate the service you receive at this branch (2)?

Customer: Well, I guess a 6.

Employee: Is there anything specific that we could do to

raise that rating?

Customer: Well, yes. The thing that gets me is that I

always come in at lunchtime, and it seems that’s when you have the most people waiting and the least num-ber of tellers working.

Employee: So, if we could reduce the waiting at lunchtime,

that would help (3)?

Customer: Yes, it would.

Employee: [Asks one or two other short questions.] Well,

thank you Mrs. Jones (6, 5). I’m passing these sugges-tions on to our bank manager, and if you like, I can fol-low up with you to let you know the result. Would you like that (4, 1)?

Customer: Well, no, that’s not necessary. I’m in every

week, so I can talk to you then.

Employee: OK, well thanks again.

EXPLANATIONS

This is a straightforward process. Make special note that the employee offers the customer the choice of answering the questions or not (1), and uses the same technique at the end of the interaction to determine if the customer wants to be contacted. It’s about offering choices.

When asking for information from customers, it’s best

to provide some form of follow-up option (4). This tells the customer that you (and your organization) are sincere about the information the customer provides, and that you’re willing to try to do something to accommodate the needs of the customer. It moves the feedback process beyond “just talking.”

You can also see the use of two techniques that should

be part of almost all customer interactions, and which are common courtesy. They are “Use Customer’s Name” (5), and “Thank-Yous” (6).

HINTS

The same basic techniques can be used if your company a feedback form customers can fill out and drop off.

Collecting feedback from customers, and then doing

nothing—no feedback and no fixing of problems—is worse than collecting no feedback at all. That’s because it will seem phony to customers. If you collect feedback on your own initiative, make sure you pass the information on to those in your organization that should have the information.

See Also: 47. When a Customer Makes a Suggestion to Improve Service, 55. When You Need to Respond to a Customer Complaint Made in Writing




54. When a Customer Complains 

About Red Tape and Paperwork

THE SITUATION

All organizations have policies, procedures, and paper-work. Some organizations, particularly those associated with the government, seem to have lots of red tape. Customers often get frustrated at the paperwork and red tape needed to accomplish something and may vent their frustration on you. How do you deal with this situation?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Active Listening (1)

■ Provide Explanations (2) ■ Empathy Statements (3) ■ Some People Think That (Neutral Mode) (4) ■ Offer Choices/Empowering (5) ■ Broken Record (6)

DIALOGUE

This situation occurs in a government office, but could occur

in any organization that has fairly complex procedures and requires filling out lots of forms (for example, banks and medical facilities). Here, the customer wants to apply for a driver’s license. We join the conversation in progress.

Employee: OK. Let me explain the process. I need a copy

of your birth certificate and one other piece of ID, and then we need to schedule your written test and your driving test.

Customer: What? This is going to take forever. I went

through all of that three years ago. Why the hell do I have to do it all over again?

Employee: I understand that you don’t want to go

through that again (1), but the problem is that you haven’t had a valid license in two years, so it’s like start-ing over again (2).

Customer: What a pile of crap! You government folks will

do anything to make things hard for us taxpayers. I pay your salary, you know.

Employee: I know it’s frustrating (3). Some people do

think that the laws are strict (4), but you know, they are there to protect everyone and to make sure the streets are as safe as we can make them (2).

Customer: Well, it’s just plain stupid.

Employee: It’s up to you what you want to do. If you’d like

to speak to my supervisor, I can arrange that, or we can go ahead and set up the appointments. Which would you prefer (5)?

Customer: Neither. I don’t like either.

Employee: Well, those are pretty much the options.

Which would you prefer (6)?

EXPLANATIONS

The first technique used is “Active Listening” (1), where the

employee tries to put herself on the same side as the cus-tomer by showing she is paying attention and understands where the customer is coming from. She follows this up by

offering an explanation for the requirements (2).

When the customer expresses his frustration, the

employee uses an empathy technique (3) and “neutral mode” (4) to soften the news.

The customer continues to make angry comments, so

the employee shifts gears to get things moving by offering two alternatives: speaking to the supervisor or making the appointments, leaving the choice to the customer (5). She does this because no amount of arguing or discussion is going to result in changes to the policies and laws, over which neither of them has control. When the customer indicates his displeasure with the options, she uses the “Broken Record” technique (6), presenting the options to him once again. She does this to push the customer into making a decision and not wasting more time arguing. 

HINTS

When explaining a policy or set of procedures, it’s impor-

tant to do so in plain language without quoting specific

laws or policy numbers. Unless asked for detailed explana-tions, it’s best to keep explanations short and to the point.

There are situations where the red tape can’t be

explained rationally. You may not know why it’s neces-sary, or it may be one of those things that really is unnec-essarily complex. In that situation, it’s best to admit you don’t know why and offer access to someone who might be better able to explain it. In these situations, focus on placing yourself on the same side as the customer, offer-ing empathy statements and active listening.

Avoid arguing with the customer about procedural

necessities. No amount of talking is going to change them, since they are beyond your control. If the customer insists on arguing, it’s better to direct him or her to some-one who has the authority to change the procedures.

See Also: 6. When a Customer Has a Negative Attitude About Your Company Due to Past Experiences, 7. When You Need to Explain a Company Policy or Procedure

55. When You Need to Respond to a

Customer Complaint Made in Writing

THE SITUATION

A customer who complains in writing is a customer who is angry enough to take the time to write a letter. That means the person is pretty angry. The usual response is to reply in writing, but that’s only part of the process of offering superior customer service.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Use Customer’s Name (1) ■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (2) ■ Offer Choices/Empowering (3) ■ Ask Probing Questions (4)

DIALOGUE

The employee has been asked by his manager to draft a written response to a customer complaint letter. He drafts the response, but realizes that a written response, while nec-essary, is not going to be sufficient to convince the customer that she’s receiving top-notch service. Here are two options.

In option 1, the employee drafts a response and follows

up via phone before sending the letter.

Employee: Mr. Smith (1), this is John Jones from Acme. I’m

following up on a letter you wrote outlining a concern you had about [explains what the customer wrote about]. I’m sending out a written response you should have within two days, but I wanted to talk to you per-sonally, to clarify the situation (2). Can I ask you a few questions? Then I can go over what’s in the letter (3).

In option 2, the employee composes the reply, sends it, and

then follows up with the customer after he has received the

reply. It goes like this.

Employee: Mr. Smith (1), this is John Jones from Acme. I

wanted to follow up on our response to your letter, to see if you had any questions about our position and where things are right now (2). First, have you received our response (4)?

Customer: Yes, I got it today. Thanks for taking the time to

call.

Employee: Was there anything in our letter that we didn’t

make clear (4)?

EXPLANATIONS

In both examples, the employee uses the customer’s name (1) and identifies himself. He does this to person-alize the call and to show that he has made the effort to remember the name.

Also, in both examples, the employee quickly explains

the purpose of the call (2). Once that’s done, he basically

asks permission to continue, giving the customer the choice (3). This comes across as considerate and respect-ful, while trying to maintain control over the interaction.

In the second example, you can see the use of probing

questions (4). Again, this shows that the employee—and by extension, the company—is interested in the cus-tomer’s problem. The questions, particularly when he asks, “First, have you received our response?” provide information the employee needs to guide how he han-dles the phone call. If the customer has not received the letter, he needs to handle the call differently.

What’s important here is that the employee, through

actions and words, demonstrates that the complaint is being taken seriously and that the company wants to do all it can to address the customer’s concerns. 

HINTS

Responses to written complaints should be accompanied by some form of more personal follow-up. Even in the best of times, written words tend to come across as cold and distant.

When writing a response to a complaint, it’s impor-

tant to draft something that’s informal and uses plain language. A common mistake is to sound stiff or bureau-cratic in written responses, which guarantees the cus-tomer will be even angrier.

See Also: 7. When You Need to Explain a Company Policy or Procedure, 47. When a Customer Makes a Suggestion to Improve Service




56. When a Reservation/Appointment Is Lost

and You Can’t Meet the Commitment

THE SITUATION

In Item #48, we dealt with a situation where the cus-tomer’s reservation was lost, but the employee could accommodate the customer with only minimal inconven-ience to the customer. What happens when the customer can’t be accommodated and it appears the fault lies with the company?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Preemptive Strike (1)

■ Assurances of Results (2) ■ Provide Alternatives (3) ■ Empathy Statements (4) ■ Bonus Buy Off (5)

■ Contact Security/Authorities/Management (6)

DIALOGUE

As with the previous example, this occurs in a hotel. The

employee discovers there’s no record of the reservation, and,

unfortunately, the hotel is booked solid and can’t offer the

customer the room that was promised.

Employee: Mr. Jones, I can’t find any record of your reser-

vation, but I can promise you that we will find a place for you to stay (1, 2). Unfortunately, we’re completely booked, but I will find you alternate lodging that won’t cost any more than you’d spend here (3). It may take a few minutes, but I will find something for you (3).

Customer: What kind of outfit do you run here? I should

not have to run all over the city when I made a reserva-tion for here.

Employee: I’d be upset too if it was me (4). Am I correct

that you want to stay in this general area? If that’s the case, I’ll phone around to other hotels and arrange a room close by. I can probably arrange a significant dis-count (5).

Customer: Well, I guess that’s better than nothing, but

this should never happen.

Employee: I’m going to inform the manager about this so

the next time you come to our hotel, it won’t happen again (6). Sound fair?

EXPLANATIONS

One of the key elements in this example involves assuring the customer that he won’t end up without a place to stay for the night. The employee addresses this issue as early as possible in the conversation, using a preemptive strike (1) and assurances of results (2). In this case, the preemptive strike involves addressing the customer’s concern about having a place to stay before the customer expresses that concern.

The employee suggests an alternative to solve the

problem (3), to make it right. In this situation, all the words in the world aren’t going to bring the customer

back if the situation isn’t made right.

Notice that while the employee is doing his best, the

customer is still irate. That’s typical and understandable. That’s why the employee uses an empathy statement (4).

Before making calls to other local hotels to arrange

for a room, the employee “sweetens” the situation by mentioning the possibility of a “Bonus Buy Off” (5) and reassures the customer that the hotel will investigate and take every effort to prevent a recurrence. The employee

promises to bring this situation to the attention of the manager (6).

HINTS

There are two prongs to this approach. One is to do everything possible to make it right, which means find-ing a room and arranging things for the customer. The other is to show that the employee and the hotel take these situations seriously and that the customer and his needs are important. Both prongs are essential: solve the problem, and, at the same time, send the “you are important” message.

While we’ve used a hotel example, the procedures are

the same whenever the company might be at fault for a lost reservation or appointment. Minimize inconven-ience. Express concern. Compensate for inconvenience. Solve the immediate problem.

See Also: 48. When You Can’t Find a Customer’s Reservation/Appointment, 58. When a Customer Complains About a Known Problem




57. When Customers Are Waiting 

in a Waiting Room

THE SITUATION

This is a situation you will relate to from the customers’ perspective. It’s not uncommon in this era of under-staffing and unexpected delays for customers to have to wait in a waiting room, even if they have appointments that are long past. What do you do when there are delays and you have a room full of people who have been wait-ing for some time?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (1) ■ Empathy Statements (2) ■ Apologize (3)

■ Provide Alternatives (4)

DIALOGUE

This situation takes place in a doctor’s office. There are

about 10 people waiting to be called for their appointment. Unfortunately, the doctor is running between 30 and 50 minutes behind schedule, so some people have been waiting

quite some time. Here’s what the receptionist does.

Employee: [In a loud voice to waiting customers.] If I can

have your attention for a moment, I’ll explain the delay and what you can do.

Customers: [Look up.] 

Employee: The doctor had an emergency earlier today

that caused a delay of about 45 minutes, so everyone has been pushed back (1). I know that’s really frustrating for everyone, including us (2), and I apologize (3). I want

to offer you some alternatives, particularly for those of you who have appointments between 3 and 4 o’clock.

First, if you’d rather not wait the extra 45 minutes,

please come up to the desk and we’ll reschedule at no charge. If you want to wait because you feel you have to see the doctor today, you don’t have to remain in the waiting room. If you want to do something else, just make sure you let me know, and get back here about 35 minutes after your scheduled appointment. That way you won’t lose your place (4).

EXPLANATIONS

Despite what you may think, the most annoying part of having to wait in a waiting room isn’t the delay or even the lost time, but the uncertainty. The customers are asking themselves, “Should I wait?” “Do I need to call home to arrange child care?” “Can I go and come back?” and simi-lar questions that come from not knowing the situation.

That’s why it’s important to inform waiting customers

of the situation. In this example, the receptionist explains

the reason for the delay (1). She does this so that the cus-

tomers know the delay isn’t a result of sloppy scheduling or lack of consideration but because of an unavoidable situation.

She follows this explanation with an empathy state-

ment (2) and an apology (3). That’s common courtesy.

Finally, she wraps up by providing some alternatives

and answering some of the unspoken questions customers probably have (4). The alternatives, while not perfect, are intended to help the customers decide what they can do to make the delay more tolerable.


HINTS

When making an announcement to a group of people, first ask for their attention. Once you have their atten-tion, then deliver the announcement.

Don’t assume that every customer will have heard the

group announcement. Some people may not be listening, and it may be necessary to approach each customer indi-vidually to explain, just in case he or she didn’t hear.

See Also: 2. When a Customer Is in a Hurry, 3. When a Customer Jumps Ahead in a Line of Waiting Customers




58. When a Customer Complains 

About a Known Problem

THE SITUATION

Sometimes with a product there are problems that employees are aware of but have not yet been able to cor-rect. The ideal situation is for the employee to inform customers of the problem before the customers have committed to or purchased the problematic item, but that’s not always possible. What do you do when a cus-tomer complains about a problem that has been identi-fied by employees and/or the company?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Explain Reasoning or Actions (1) ■ Apologize (2)

■ Bonus Buy Off (3)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, the customer goes to the service desk of a

hardware store with a complaint about the bargain gas bar-becue he purchased yesterday. His concern is that the prod-uct is dented and seems to be missing some parts. This is the third such instance today. The hardware store has deter-mined that the entire shipment is faulty—which it discov-ered only after selling a number of them.

Customer: I bought this yesterday. There are at least two

pieces missing and the top is dented. Why are you sell-ing this junk?

Employee: We only discovered a problem with the ship-

ment this morning, so I apologize for the problem (1, 2). I’ll tell you what I can do to compensate you for the inconvenience. We can exchange this item for the more

expensive model, so you’ll get more features and qual-ity for the same price. If you have a few minutes, we’ll check the more expensive model for you to make sure it’s complete and ready (3). How does that sound?

Customer: Well, OK. That sounds like a good deal.

EXPLANATIONS

Notice that the employee offers a brief explanation of the source of the problem and why the customer ended up with a faulty unit (1). The explanation should be brief, because the customer is less interested in the why than having a working unit. The employee apologizes for the inconvenience (2), even though he wasn’t personally responsible for the problem. He makes his apology on behalf of the company. However, an apology without compensation would be perceived as rather empty.

The employee offers a way to solve the customer’s

problem by offering two bonus buy offs (3), an upgrade to the more expensive model and an offer to inspect the replacement to ensure it’s in working order. Pay special attention to the employee’s explanation of why the upgrade will be beneficial for the customer. 

HINTS

If you don’t have the authority to offer a bonus and you’re aware of a problem that may affect more than one cus-

tomer, ask your manager for the authority to deal with this specific problem by offering a bonus. That way, you don’t have to involve the manager for each and every instance.

See Also: 55. When You Need to Respond to a Customer Complaint Made in Writing, 56. When a Reservation/ Appointment Is Lost and You Can’t Meet the Commitment

59. When a Customer Asks

Inappropriate Questions

THE SITUATION

You may come across situations where a customer asks questions you deem to be personal and/or not related to the customer service process. These kinds of questions may be well-meaning or quite personal and even offen-sive. How do you handle these situations tactfully?

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Refocus (1)

■ Broken Record (2)

DIALOGUE

During a normal conversation with a customer, the customer starts to ask questions that aren’t related to the discussion. Here’s how that situation can be addressed.

Customer: So, what’s it like to work here?

Employee: I don’t want to take up your time talking about

my experience here, so perhaps we can get back to dis-cussing the features of the services you’re interested in (1).

Customer: Well, I really want to know what it’s like to

work here. So what’s the scoop?

Employee: It’s like any place, really. So, you’re interested in

our computer repair services? Is there something spe-cific you’d like to know about that (1, 2)?

Customer: Well, I was hoping to apply for a job here and

for a bit more information, but yes, I have a problem with my computer that I need to have fixed.

Employee: I understand. I can’t help you with the job, but

I can help you with your computer problem. Let’s see what we can do (1, 2).

EXPLANATIONS

While the customer’s questions aren’t that intrusive, the employee doesn’t want to be put in an awkward position by answering them. In this example, the employee layers two techniques, “Refocus” and “Broken Record.” Refocusing (1) is intended to encourage the customer to return to the issue that the employee is able and willing to help with. Broken recording (repeating the same theme) is used to reinforce the idea that the employee won’t be responding to off-topic questions (2).

HINTS

The “Broken Record” technique helps the employee avoid a direct argument and sends a firm but non-aggressive message.

The “Broken Record” technique works best when you

send the same message but in different words. You don’t want to repeat the sentence verbatim. Vary the dialogue. 

See Also: 46. When a Customer Wants Information You’re Not Allowed to Give




60. When a Customer Tries an 

Unacceptable Merchandise Return

THE SITUATION

Most companies have some limits on merchandise returns. Some of those restrictions have to do with safety and/or hygiene reasons (for example, the return of over-the-counter drugs or undergarments). There is little flexi-bility possible for accepting returns of such items. Companies may also establish time limits or other condi-tions regarding returns. For example, they may limit returns to two weeks or allow only exchanges (no refunds) on some items, such as videos and CDs. 

Understandably, when you refuse to allow a customer

to return an item, it’s likely that he or she is going to be

upset. Here’s a way to handle it.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Ask Probing Questions (1) ■ Acknowledge Without Encouraging (2) ■ Preemptive Strike (3)

■ Provide Alternatives (4)

DIALOGUE

In this situation, the customer is requesting a refund for a

boxed set of DVD movies. As is standard, due to the possibil-

ity of copying, the store doesn’t accept returns for refunds,

but only allows an exchange, identical title for title. We join

the conversation after the customer has requested his

money back.

Employee: I need to ask you one or two questions before

we can process this for you. First, were any of the DVDs defective?

Customer: No, they play fine. I just changed my mind.

Employee: Sure, that happens sometimes (2). When you

bought the DVDs from us, did anyone point out our policies on returns and refunds for DVDs (1)?

Customer: I don’t remember.

Employee: OK. What I have to tell you isn’t going to make

you all that happy (3). Our store, and for that matter, almost all other stores that sell DVDs, have an exchange-for-identical-item policy and don’t offer refunds. I’d be glad to explain why it’s done this way if you’d like, but the bottom line is, we can’t refund or exchange it for a different item since the DVD has been opened.

Customer: So you’re saying I’m stuck with this?

Employee: Yes, I’m afraid so. As far as I know, we’ve never

made an exception to this rule, but you could talk to the store manager if you’d like (4).

Customer: No, I can’t be bothered. But I’m curious, how

was I supposed to know about this policy if nobody told me?

Employee: It’s so common in the industry that it’s possi-

ble the cashier forgot to mention it. We also have the policy posted on each rack of DVDs, just in case.

Customer: Well, OK, then.

EXPLANATIONS

In this example, the customer’s reactions are relatively mild, and he can best be described as disappointed rather

than angry, but that reaction is partly a result of how the

employee handled the situation. As soon as the employee learns that none of the DVDs are damaged, he knows the customer isn’t going to get what he wants. Rather than simply blurting out “the rule,” the employee uses the probing process (1) to build a little rapport with the cus-tomer before giving the bad news. He also acknowledges the validity of changing one’s mind by acknowledging without encouraging (2). Notice the phrasing, “that hap-pens sometimes,” which doesn’t agree or disagree with the possibility of a change of mind. The employee doesn’t want to make the customer feel stupid and is trying to allow some face-saving here.

In saying, “What I have to tell you isn’t going to make

you all that happy,” the employee uses a preemptive strike (3). Anticipating that the customer may be disap-pointed, he is the first to identify that the customer is likely to be unhappy with the result. When you acknowl-edge a customer’s emotions in advance, he or she is less likely to harp on those emotions. 

In offering the customer an alternative (4)—speaking

to the manager—the employee is mostly making a ges-ture of goodwill to placate the customer and show that he’s taking the issue seriously, even though he can’t offer the customer what he wants.

Finally, take a close look at how the employee answers

the customer’s final question about how the store lets people know about the policy. It would be normal to wonder how this customer could not know about this policy that’s common in almost every retail store on the planet, could have missed the signs prominently dis-played, and claim he wasn’t informed. A less professional employee might have commented in a way that the cus-tomer might find offensive, or worse, in a way that might encourage the customer to argue. But this one didn’t. He answered the question asked of him and tried to do so without blaming the customer. Why? Because the surest way to generate an argument and waste time is to point a blaming finger at a customer, even if it’s deserved.

HINTS

When refusing a customer request, it’s always good to make some sort of goodwill gesture to the customer along with the refusal. That’s not always possible, but if you can, it smoothes the waters. A goodwill gesture would be something that gives the customer “a little something,” although it is not what he wants.

Blaming a customer is plain stupid, even if the cus-

tomer is to blame. Blame is about embarrassment and humiliation, and people fight back. However, it’s appro-priate to identify what might have caused a problem, for the purposes of fixing it, which is an unemotional process of gathering information.

See Also: 7. When You Need to Explain a Company Policy or Procedure, 12. When a Customer Needs to Follow a Sequence of Actions
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The Connection Between 

Social Media and 

Customer Service

 

It used to be that most customer contacts were made in per-son, on the phone, or by letter. Then e-mail became more popular and available. More recently, additional “channels” have been added to the mix, including social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn, company blogs, websites, and even YouTube (for video). Social media have one thing in common: a single person can communicate with many, and communication tends to be public.

This differs from the more traditional contact methods

where customer service communication is less public. It remains to be seen whether social media has significant “stay-ing power” as a means of communication with customers and whether customers really prefer service and support in social media. Be that as it may, it exists now, and you may be required to use it.

Companies have noticed the apparent number of people

on these services and concluded that prospective and current customers can be served effectively via social media. Their beliefs are founded more on hope and hype than on reality or
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data, but there’s an expectation that employees will interact with customers using the “new media.” Since each medium has different strengths and weaknesses, you can’t necessarily take a technique that works on the phone and transplant it to a Twitter (140-character message limit) interaction. One also has to take into account that interactions in social media are usually public, so other people can watch you as you interact (although the numbers and effects of “the watchers” are way overblown).

In this section, we’ll discuss specifics about what to say to

customers in a few social media situations and share some ideas on social media customer service strategies.

Before we go through some scenarios, we need to talk about

the different types of social media.

Short-Form vs. Long-Form Social Media The main distinction we need to make is between communica-tion that is arbitrarily and artificially limited in length, versus communication that has no such limits. Twitter, for example, is a short-form communication medium because it limits any one “tweet” (message) to 140 characters. Similarly, Facebook has “walls” where posts are limited to 420 or 1,000 characters, depending on who is posting and where. LinkedIn appears to have a limit for their status updates of 100 characters. (Note that it’s always possible these can change.)

On the other hand, we have posts to blogs (yours or others’)

that have no practical length limits. People can write as much or as little as they please. This also applies to discussion boards, comments on YouTube, and in group discussions and other open areas on LinkedIn or Facebook.

There’s another distinction worth taking into account: who

owns and controls the particular medium. If you or your com-
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pany owns and hosts the blog, you can do what you want, write what you want, and delete what you choose. If you post on other blogs, you don’t have the same control and have to abide by the rules of the owner/operator. If someone posts obscene material on your blog, you can ban the person and delete the comment. If someone posts obscene material about you on another blog over which you lack control, you can only hope the owner/moderator will do the right thing.

Before we look at some scenarios, let’s talk about (1) the

purposes of interacting on social media and (2) the limitations.

Purposes of Using Social Media in Customer Service Why do companies participate in social media? Here’s a quick list of rationales/purposes for tying social media to customer service:

■ Identifying unsatisfied customers who complain and trying

to turn them around

■ Handling a complaint expressed in the social medium

(respond on Twitter via Twitter)

■ Improving a company/brand image by showing in a public

way that the company values its customers

■ Marketing services/features/products, distributing discounts ■ Gathering information about customer feelings and senti-

ments about product features, and about competitors (passive knowledge acquisition via reading)

■ Collecting specific information from customers about fea-

tures and benefits, competitors, wants, likes, dislikes (proac-tive, via direct questions/surveys online)

■ Managing reputation when company has a large prob-

lem (product recall, defect)

■ Recruiting new employees
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Limitations of Social Media

Can social media actually be used effectively for these pur-poses, and what limitations apply? This is where things get tricky because there is no systematically collected data to jus-tify any generalizable claims about social media and customer service. That said, it’s important to understand media limita-tions in order to make good decisions about providing service using social media. The more you understand each medium and its limitations, the better your decisions about their use.

Things to Know About Social Media and Their Use

Here are the things you should understand about social media.

First, let’s talk about “reach.” How many people will actually

see, and then read, what you write? The more who read, the larger your reach.

While your posts/messages are public and theoretically

“available”to the millions on Facebook or Twitter, only a very few will actually read your post. These are the people who are fol-lowers or friends (signed up to specifically see what you write) and who actually make the effort to see and read what you write. It works the same way on LinkedIn and most other media platforms. In addition, people may read what you write by find-ing the material via a search engine, using the “right” search terms. There’s a third way. People may “find” you because some-one else they “follow”mentions what you wrote or recommends you as someone worth following (this is often called “going viral”). Your audience, then, is limited to the number of people who have signed on, plus the number of people who search for you, plus the number of people who get referred to you and happen to be interested in reading what you have to offer.
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Of this set of people, only some of them will actually see any

individual message or post you send because not everyone is going to be interested and available at the time you send your message or during its practical life span. Simply put, the num-ber of people who see what you write is limited, and among those who see it, the number of people who will read and pay attention is even smaller.

Platform attrition (people who no longer use the particular

social media platform but still have accounts) also diminishes your reach. Even if you have 50,000 friends accumulated over a number of years, at least half of them have probably quit the platform completely. Bottom line: your reach is a tiny fraction of what it appears to be.

Here are some other things you need to know about social

media:

■ The number of people who come across complaints about

your company will be much higher than the number of peo-ple who will see your responses and any resolution.

■ You cannot control who reads complaints on most social

media platforms, and, since you can never reach all of the people who read the complaints, you can’t completely reverse the effects of the complaints.

■ The negative effect of complaints made in social media is

much less, on average, than the effects of complaints and true “word of mouth” done among people who know each other. That’s because people do consider the source of complaints and will put much more credence in the expe-riences of their friends, families, and acquaintances outside of social media.
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■ A possible exception to the above is when a person is a

media star or is otherwise highly recognizable in the social media world—a person of great influence and credibility.

■ Social media contacts can’t replace additional customer

contact channels, so any involvement will tend to increase costs.

■ It’s a mistake to believe that most people prefer to receive

their information and customer service through social media. Surveys that suggest that are misleading and/or the questions have been badly phrased. Given the choice and all things being equal (similar speed of resolution), people will usually pick the most personalized way to interact. Of course there may be customers who would still prefer social media contact, but it’s not as many as the hype suggests.

Now let’s look at some specific situations.




61. Scanning, Watching, 

Searching (Proactive)

You can’t respond to complaints unless you know they exist. In addition, if your goal is to gather business intelli-gence about your customers’ wants and needs, you need to know where they are and what they say. To identify people you might want to contact, you need to scan, search, watch, and observe.

Social media platforms all have search engines or are

searchable through the major search engines, such as Google and Bing. Searching is the starting point, whether you use an internal search system or a third-party search engine. Here are things to search for to identify people who you either need or want to connect to using social media:

■ Your company name, full or possible shortened ver-

sions. If your business name is National Business Systems, try the full name, initials (NBS), and various word combos (National Business, National Systems).

■ Your product brand names, mottos. For example, if

you were from Google, you’d really want to search on the company motto “Do No Evil.” Honda would search for “Civic.”

■ Competitors’ products, particularly along with your

own. Again, Honda might search for “Honda,”“Civic,” and “Ford Focus” (plus other small car models) to see what people are saying about their product in relation to competitors’.

■ Names of senior officials of the company, or your

name if you participate on the Internet or in other media using your own name. For me, that would be

Robert Bacal, but I’d also search for the various user names I’ve used on the Internet and social media.

■ Any of the above along with negative terms. For

example, Ford + cheap (shoddy, badly made, high priced).

■ Finally, combine the phrase “customer service,” or

some derivation, with your company name or any of the above. You’ll probably find a ton of negative com-ments and even some positive ones.

HINTS

This is initial reconnaissance. You search to identify people

you need to connect with and to obtain business intelli-gence you want to use in order to better meet the customer service needs of current and prospective customers.

On the business intelligence side, remember that

those who participate actively on social media platforms (and they are a small proportion of total users) are not necessarily typical of those people who (1) seldom par-ticipate or (2) are not there at all. You can be seriously misled if you don’t remember the distinction. Don’t mis-take the world of social media for “the world.”

Before you respond on blogs, Twitter, or any other

platform, watch the conversations for a bit. See if you can identify how this particular set of people communicates among themselves so you can fit in.




62. Triage: Proactively Prioritizing

Complaints/Comments

If you work for a fairly large company and your job includes tracking and responding to complaints, it’s likely you’ll find it difficult to respond to every person who mentions your company name or brand in a negative way. For this reason, you need to triage (assess priority and deal with the most important complaints), regardless of social media platform. For example, a poor review on the world’s most trafficked site for your product has way more business importance than a person with almost no audi-ence writing on a blog or tweeting negatively about your product. In a perfect world, you’d respond to all, but that might not be possible. What do you consider? Here are the questions you need to ask yourself:

■ Overall, what’s the complainer’s reach? That is, does

he or she have many thousands of followers or friends on the platform, and is this person criticizing you in multiple places? The more friends and platforms used, the more reach. The more reach, the more important.

■ Overall, what’s the complainer’s level of influence or

credibility? People aren’t equal in terms of the levels of trust others place in them online. In each field there are those who can actually make or break a product or service (for example, you really want Oprah on your side!), and there are those who really aren’t very influ-ential beyond the scope of their immediate social cir-cle. The more influential, the more care and effort needed.

■ What’s the tone of the complaint? Some complaints

are well thought out, specific, logically stated, and well

documented. Others may consist of phrases like “you suck.” The former is more credible and influential, while the latter is not. In fact the “you suck” comments prob-ably don’t deserve any response (see immediately below).

■ What’s the likelihood of turning that customer

around? The more reasonable the complainers seem, the more likely you will be able to help and/or satisfy them, while the more irrational the person, the less likely any goodwill will come from responding. If some-one tweets that your company is a [blanking blank], you will accomplish nothing by responding. You will, however, waste your time and look stupid to others.

■ Does the customer represent another business with

whom you deal or an organization that provides you with a lot of your business? If so, this complaint becomes a priority.

Add other criteria that’s relevant to your business, services,

or products, but these are probably the big ones.

HINTS

One problem here is that you have to do enough work to decide whether to respond, and that takes time. You might have to look at a profile, a website, or a blog to find out who the complaining person might be. This highlights a problem with social media. While it appears that you communicate with everyone, the reality is that you still have to do your homework about each customer. It’s a challenge using social media to do business. Personalized responses take time. And automated responses, while con-venient, can be more damaging than no response at all.


If you see an obscenity in a post about you or your

company, it’s best not to dignify it with a response. Remember, what you focus on you get more of.

The loudest, most frequent posters will seem to have

the most reach/influence, but that’s not necessarily true. Some people with thousands of posts have virtually no

reach at all but don’t realize it, and post for their own reasons that have nothing to do with having an audience.




63. Contact!

 

You’ve found people talking or complaining about you and also identified social media platforms on which you should participate (for example, topical blog posts). Now what? Make contact. Introduce yourself. 

INTRODUCTIONS ON SHORT-FORM PLATFORMS On short-form social media platforms you don’t have a lot of leeway to introduce yourself. While there isn’t a right way to do this, there are some smart ways. For example, if you work for Loopy Products (LP), here are some variations:

■ I’m Bob from Loopy Products. See you’ve been talking

about us. If I can answer something let me know.

You should probably include a link to the Loopy Products

homepage on which a brief bio of you is available, so people

know there is a real Bob at Loopy.

■ I’m Bob from LP. I’d be glad to address your concerns

about [product]. Any specific questions?

■ I’m Bob from LP, John. Sounds like you’re pretty upset.

Let’s look into it?

INTRODUCTIONS ON LONG-FORM PLATFORMS Here you have lots more leeway. Again, there’s no right or wrong answer, and we assume you’ve cased the joint (vis-ited, read, and listened to get the lay of the land). Keep your intros consistent with the style of the ongoing dis-cussions, particularly if you’re posting on someone else’s blog or platform. Some examples:

■ Hi. I’m Bob from LP in the engineering department, and

I see you’ve been talking about some of our products.

I’d love to answer your questions and hear your sugges-tions for our new revised products. Looking forward to talking.

■ Hi, I’m Bob from LP, and I do some customer trou-

bleshooting. I found this discussion area because there seems to be a few unsatisfied folks here, and I’d like to see what I can do to help. I may not be able to fix all your concerns, but I’ll do what I can, keeping in mind some things in LP are proprietary. Again, hope I can help.

■ Glad to be on board. I’m Bob from LP, and I see that at

least three people here have mentioned their laptop screens died when the machines just went out of war-ranty. I’d like to ask a few questions and see if there’s anything LP can do to make things better.

HINTS

Remember that you need to engage people as people— two or more human beings talking—and not get caught up in being the impersonal representative of your com-pany online. People want a sense of human contact. Social media is not the best way to accommodate them, so you have to make special effort to interact in a warm, human way.

Define your role there and any limitations placed on

you by the company, what you can and can’t do. Stay within that role. Explain why.




64. Proactive Complaint Handling

 

THE SITUATION

You’ve found a complaint on Twitter (short-form platform), and you’ve determined the individual is fairly influential, has followers and reach, and interacts a lot with people. So you have a high-priority situation, worth addressing.

TECHNIQUES USED

■ Identify Yourself (Humanize the Interaction) (1) ■ Apologize (with specifics) (2) ■ Offer of Help (3)

■ Pre-empitive Strike (4)

■ Acknowledgment (5)

■ Shift to Private (6)

Complainer: Will never buy another LP [product type].

Shoddy, inadequate warranty, waited two hours on phone for customer service.

How do you jump in to respond?

Employee: John, I’m Bob from LP customer service (1).

Sorry for the problems (2). No way you should have had to wait on hold that long. Let me try to help (3)?

Complainer: Well, sure, I guess there’s nothing to lose.

Employee: To help I need some information. Sending you

a DM [private message] with e-mail address, so I can get your information (3, 6). OK?

The complainer receives the DM and the employee’s e-mail address (the employee could have sent a phone number, too), and the effort to help then moves to a private venue.


EXPLANATIONS

In 140 characters it’s hard to accomplish anything sub-stantive to solve the customer’s problems. The point of responding publicly via Twitter is to show a presence and demonstrate attentiveness to complaints. Once the initial contact is made, the employee wants to take the conversa-tion out of the public area, if for no other reason than to preserve the complainer’s privacy and data. Besides that, there’s little advantage for anyone to conduct the conver-sation in public. Many may see the original complaint, but very few will see the response(s) from LP, making it futile to try to influence observers (who aren’t there or aren’t interested). Once the employee has the informa-tion, a follow-up process begins. Here’s how to do that.

E-MAIL FOLLOW-UP TO A SOCIAL MEDIA COMPLAINT CONTACT 

How does one follow up via e-mail on the heels of a brief interaction in a short-form social media platform like Twitter? Here’s an example of e-mail content that fits the situation described above.

Dear John:

I’m Bob from LP, and we “tweeted” earlier today about your experience with one of our products and with customer service (1). I’d really like to find out more about this so we can help you, and so you can help us improve for everybody (3). I’d like to start by getting the facts and data clear, so I can see what’s hap-pened. I need the product name, model, and serial number (on the bottom of the case), date purchased, and what the actual problem is, and what contact you’ve had with LP staff (3).

I know you may have told all of this before to someone

else, so I apologize for asking again (2).

If you can get this information to me, I’ll be able to get

back to you within one working day, tops. Any problems, e-mail me or call me on my direct line at [phone number].

EXPLANATION

First, Bob introduces himself and provides a context/

reminder of their earlier contact (1). Next is an explicit offer

to help “if we can.” Then a request for necessary informa-

tion. The e-mail also contains a preemptive strike (4), an

acknowledgment (5), and an additional apology (2).

HINTS

All of the principles outlined in this book apply to social

media and e-mail. It’s important to check every e-mail you send to a customer for hints of annoyance or impatience, which can “leak in” via unintentional language slips. Put yourself in the receiver’s place and review the e-mail before you hit “send.”

If you get a nasty response, just like in any other

medium, don’t take the bait. Use “Broken Record” and “Set Limits” to get control of the interaction.

Try not to use canned messages if you can avoid it.

Once again, it’s critical that you come across as a regular

human being, and not some kind of LP drone.

There will probably be some continued e-mailing

back and forth to address the issues. Keep in mind that e-mail is a very poor medium for communicating feel-ings, which means that an apology is more powerful via voice than e-mail. If you need to offer a serious apology because the company has made a mistake, get the phone number, get permission to call, and use the phone.

Never say anything in e-mail that you don’t want pub-

lic! In fact, never assume that anything you convey to a customer in any format will remain private. Angry cus-tomers have the habit of “sharing” responses they get in private to a variety of people, and even taking bits out of context.

Finally, make sure your e-mail system keeps copies of

what you send, and consider sending a “cc” (copy) to your boss or anyone else who might need to know what you’ve said. This is particularly important if you refer the customer to someone else. Send a heads-up, along with copies of the e-mails.
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Wrapping Up on Social Media and Customer Service

For space reasons, we’ve been able to cover just some basics regarding customer service in the age of social media. Since there’s so much “buzz,” hyperbole, and claims made about how important social media is for businesses, perhaps it makes sense to talk a bit about business strategy and ground our understanding of social media in reality and hard facts.

Social media is not yet the powerful tool for business that

social media proponents state. While there are noted and highly repeated stories of businesses succeeding using social media, when you look at the details you find that often these successes would have happened without using social media, or that they’re successes only if you don’t consider the costs of entry and maintenance. It seems like these success stories abound, but in fact they’re the exceptions, just repeated enough to make them appear true and numerous.

If you are in a position to supply input about decisions as to

whether and how your company jumps on the social media train, my advice is to take your time. Keep in mind that social media participation doesn’t replace any of your existing meth-ods of delivering information and customer service to your cus-tomers. It’s overhead, and it’s not likely to allow you to save money. Be alert to the time costs of acquiring enough friends, followers, and readers to justify using the media, and also understand that it’s impossible to be everywhere. Just because your competitors are on the train doesn’t mean you should be, too. Remember that if all your competitors are doing some-thing—anything—then there is no competitive advantage to
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doing the same thing, unless you can do it not only better, but overwhelmingly, obviously, better.

Social media will continue to evolve as new players emerge,

older players expire, and the public decides what it likes and doesn’t like.

Here’s the bottom line, though. If there are two things that

customers want above all else, they are:

1. A sense of being valued as customers and human beings,

and a sense of connection to those around them (an emo-tional tie)

2. Getting done what they need to get done, quickly, effi-

ciently, and as simply as possible

The question you need to ask is this: Does social media

allow us to meet those desires?

Before you answer this, consider that communicating via

machines is not exactly the most personal method of interact-ing. It may be serious self-deception to think that a business can create long-lasting bonds through personal interaction on the Internet via social media.

Remember that.
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