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COMMUNICATION IS AN ART as well as a science. In our modern
world of texts, tweets, and emails, coupled with a general oversatura-
tion of information, I believe that communication has actually become
a lost art. However, that lost art is about to be reclaimed.

In The Customer Service Survival Kit: What to Say to Defuse Even
the Worst Customer Situations, Rich Gallagher masterfully helps you
conquer this lost art form, which will not only help you turn around
virtually any customer issue but also give you the nuanced skills to be
able to communicate effectively with just about anyone.

While communication as an art form may be lost, it has become
more important than ever. Today’s crowded business landscape is
extremely competitive, and although it may be easier to superficially
reach customers, they are bombarded with so much information that
it is difficult to break through the noise. In addition, it is easy for
customers to affect your business with their opinions. Myriad outlets,
from blogs to review sites to social media, allow customers to share
their thoughts about your business, regardless of whether that feed-
back is accurate or warranted. So your ability to solve issues quickly
and effectively—and to plain avoid them in the first place—is one of
the greatest assets you and your team can leverage for success.

I’'m a tough customer when it comes to books (well truthfully, to
just about anything), and I loved this book. Rich Gallagher is one of
the best communicators around, and he has a deep, credible back-
ground as a writer, communications skills expert, and psychotherapist.
The Customer Service Survival Kit is everything you would want in a
business book: It’s well written, easy to understand, and, most impor-
tantly, relevant and helpful. Plus, I think it’s more than a business
book, as the communication lessons within can apply to almost any
personal or professional situation.

I’'m always amazed at how much of what we say gets lost in transla-

xiii
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tion, especially in a world where everyone seems to be tuned in to
their favorite radio station, WIIFM (What’s in It for Me). However,
what’s so powerful about communication and the lessons in this book
is that the same information can resonate differently with a slight
tweak in approach and perspective, clever rephrasing, or just extend-
ing some desired empathy.

If you are anything like me, you may have a burning desire to want
to explain and show to people what is “right.” But to be successful in
any relationship—personal or business-oriented—it is critical to
remember the goals. Unfortunately, being right as a goal rarely gets
you the best outcome. The Customer Service Survival Kit gives you a
framework to set beneficial goals up front, as well as the tools to meet
those goals successfully.

I don’t make recommendations often, because I take them very
seriously, but I can confidently say that you’ll get a significant return
on investment from reading and implementing the advice and strate-
gies in this book, and will likely refer back to it for years to come.
Wishing you continued success,

CaroLr Rotn

Recovering investment banker, business strategist,

and New York Times bestselling author of The Entrepreneur Equation
www.CarolRoth.com

Twitter: @Carol]SRoth
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Introduction

I LOVE WOTISt-case scenarios.

Why? Because they hold the key to creating truly incredible ser-
vice.

Think about it. There is a lot of bad service out there. And most
of it happens because people who serve the public constantly fear the
worst, and then react to everyone from a defensive posture. Scratch
the surface of most disengaged people who serve the public, and more
often than not you will find fear lurking there. They feel alone and
vulnerable on a very public stage, worrying about when the next cus-
tomer will leave them twisting defenselessly in the wind.

When service providers don’t bother to ask you what you want, it
is often because they are afraid they won’t be able to handle what you
tell them. When they tell you “no,” they are hiding behind their poli-
cies because they have no idea how to negotiate with you. Even
though they wear name tags that say “Hi, Can I Help You?” they are
silently praying you will just go away creating as little damage as possi-
ble. And when you demand to speak to a manager, they often pass you
off to someone who is as frightened and as clueless as they are.

So how do you change this fear? By teaching people the skills that
hostage negotiators, crisis counselors, psychotherapists, and police
officers use in their worst situations. When people learn these skills,

1
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everything changes. They become supremely confident in any situa-
tion. They can really engage customers, because they know they are
able to lean back on these communications skills for anything some-
one might throw at them. It is here, in this zone of incredible confi-
dence, that greatness takes root.

I know this works because I have watched it happen over and over.

Let me share a little about myself. I am a former customer sup-
port executive who is now a public speaker as well as a practicing
marriage and family therapist. My specialty is teaching people what
to say in their most difficult situations. (In other words, when I am
not busy having people get angry at me onstage in front of large
audiences, I put myself in the middle of other people’s family con-
flicts—go figure!)

Before I did that, I had a reputation for dramatically turning
around the performance of customer-contact operations: creating
near-perfect customer-satisfaction ratings, near-zero turnover, and
record sales. It was here that I discovered the incredible power of the
worst-case scenario. I found that when you teach people how to han-
dle these worst cases, they become superstars. And when you teach
everyone on a team how to handle them, the results are truly magical.

Worst-case situations are defined by a customer’s extreme reac-
tion, no matter what actually happened. This book will teach you how
to handle these situations calmly and professionally. Many of the
book’s examples will walk you through scenarios where the stakes are
high, where people are completely unreasonable, or where someone is
hopping mad and you are totally, utterly at fault. Others will examine
routine situations where the wrong words could ignite a confronta-
tion, and the right words can prevent one. You will learn how to walk
safely into all of these discussions, defuse them with the skill of a bomb
squad, and send everyone away feeling better.

Best of all, you don’t need to become braver, smarter, or craftier.
You just need to use different words that I will teach you, step-by-
step, using scenarios many of us lie awake at night worrying about.
These words come from very recent, empirical principles of commu-
nications psychology that trigger the way other people think and feel.
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Using real-life dialogues and chapter exercises, including an appendix
with my solutions, you will learn the same communications skills that
I teach in my live training programs.

There is just one catch to learning these skills: You must be pre-
pared to take your human nature and stand it on its head. Instead of
defending yourself, you will learn how to lean into criticism with
gusto. Rather than minimizing the consequences of something, you
will learn how to out-dramatize an angry customer and to take catch-
phrases like “I understand” and banish them forever. You will also
learn to challenge your assumptions about difficult customers. It will
be a wild ride in spots.

Here is why the ride will be worth it. Techniques like these spring
from the relatively new field of strength-based communications,
which has swept areas like athletic coaching, psychotherapy, and busi-
ness leadership like a tidal wave in recent years—because it works.
And when you see how well it works in your most difficult customer
situations, it will become clear why all those years of telling yourself
and your team to be “nicer” never changed anything. When you get
rid of the fear that sits behind most human interactions, you will find
an authentic core of confidence that drives great service.

When we first ask people how they would handle really tough
situations in our training courses, they often reply, “We’d ask our boss
to handle it.” In this book, you are the boss. And by learning and
practicing these skills, you stand a good chance of becoming the boss
in real life, if you aren’t one already. Leaders often stand out because
of their ability to resolve conflict, and you are about to join the club.

There is one more reason for learning how to handle your worst
customer situations. These skills will affect the rest of your life in a
big way. They will change the way you communicate with your super-
visors, your coworkers, your children, and your life partner. (Trust me
on this one—I have been together with mine for nearly forty years.)
When you know how to make it safe to talk about anything, you get
an added bonus of trust, intimacy, and goodwill that fundamentally
changes your relationships with others.

Your cost for all of these benefits? You just need to be prepared to
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4 INTRODUCTION

look at your worst customer situations differently, with an open mind,
and be willing to put these techniques to work. They take practice,
but in time they will become a natural part of who you are. And then
you will discover, as I have, how your worst customers can become
the best friends your service career ever had.
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CHAPTER 1

Understanding the
“Uh-Oh” Moment

I AM STANDING IN FRONT of hundreds of people, microphone in
hand, on the stage of an auditorium. I ask the audience a simple ques-
tion, one of many I will ask that morning. But this is the only one that
instantly causes nearly every single one of hundreds of hands to shoot
into the air:

“Have you ever had a customer situation that went really, really
wrong?”

When you scratch the surface of any group of people who work
with the public, you will hear a truly amazing litany of war stories.
Physical and verbal intimidation. Outrageous demands. Letters telling
your boss how horrible you are. Threats of lawsuits. Or perhaps the
thing many of us fear the most: devastating consequences for a cus-
tomer that were your fault.

These are what I call the “uh-oh” moments: unplanned,
unscripted, and often extreme situations. Moments where good inten-
tions are not enough, and human nature fails us. It is in these moments
that the sunshine-and-smile training school of customer service col-
lides with the real world. They do not happen very often. Hopefully
they are just a small fraction of the situations you deal with across your
career. But if you work with customers long enough, like nearly half
of all people working today, they will eventually happen to you.

That is where this book comes in. It will not teach you how to be

7
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“nice.” It will not help you have a good attitude. And it will not discuss
basic customer relationship skills that your mother probably taught
you when you were six. Instead, in this book we are going to arm you
with tools to handle your very worst customer situations—tools that
people like crisis counselors, hostage negotiators, psychotherapists,
and others use to gain control of these situations. In the process, you
will discover how to become supremely confident in #ny customer sit-
uation, and fundamentally change the way you deal with the public.

Why Worst-Case Scenarios Are Important

Worst-case scenarios can be frightening and challenging. Yet at the
same time, they happen pretty infrequently for most people; I would
say no more than a fraction of a percent of our overall transactions,
based on my informal surveys of speaking audiences. So if this is the
case, why should we bother learning to handle them? Can’t we just
call in our boss, or suffer through them when they happen?

I have a different view. I personally believe that learning how to
handle your worst customer situations is the single most important
skill you can learn in your career, and that teaching your team these
skills is the surest way to succeed as a leader. Here are three reasons

why:

1. These are all teachable skills, and most people do not know
them until they are taught them. For example, years ago I had
no idea what I might say to someone threatening suicide. Now
I do know because of the skills I was taught when I worked on
a crisis line. Once you have learned how to manage crisis and
conflict, these skills stick with you for the rest of your life.

2. Learning to handle your worst situations is the key to deliv-
ering excellent service #// of the time. It is the secret weapon
that most smile-training books never talk about. Wherever I
worked, it was our single biggest tool in changing the way we
dealt with customers.

3. 'These skills change you. Shakespeare wrote, “Cowards die
many times before their deaths, / The valiant never taste of
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death but once.” When you feel supremely confident walking
into any customer situation, your view of your job—and life
itself—changes dramatically.

Do you ever wonder why so many employees act rude, snippy,
and disengaged? Why companies that seemingly want your business
employ people who act like they are off in another zip code some-
where? Why entire companies sometimes fail to do the right thing?

It isn’t because these people’s shorts are all too tight. More often
than you think, it is because they constantly operate from a defensive
posture, driven by a fear of what might go wrong. They constantly
have their shields up and their swords drawn, even in the most inno-
cent encounters, which is why pushing them to be nicer never works:
You haven’t taken that core fear away.

This is why customer-contact teams I managed did so incredibly
well after they learned how to manage crisis situations. I didn’t ask
them to smile more often, change their personalities, or work harder.
Instead, I simply taught them how to execute in the worst situations
they could imagine. Then these people, who had just about every per-
sonality on the face of the earth, had the skills and confidence to make
each customer feel fantastic, no matter what the situation. And yes,
they also shone in a crisis.

Nowadays I speak to thousands of people a year all over North
America, helping them understand and manage their worst customer
situations. Wherever I go, I see the same thing. Nearly everyone, from
entry-level employees to senior executives, handles serious conflict the
same way—Ilike deer frozen in the headlights—until they are taught
what to say and do. Then magic starts to happen. So now, let’s look at
a sample of this magic in action.

What Would You Do?

My good friend and colleague, speaker, and trainer extraordinaire Julie
Kowalski had an experience that ranks up there as one of the worst
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service experiences | have heard of. | don't think | could make up a
situation as poorly handled as what actually happened to her.

Julie was planning a family vacation to Hawaii, and being a busy
public speaker, she decided to order her vacation clothes from a
regional store near where she lived. The store promised the clothes
would arrive well before her vacation. They didn't. And as she called,
day after day, the store kept promising they would arrive “tomorrow.”

Finally, the last “tomorrow” came. Julie was waiting for the cab to
the airport with her empty suitcases, and the clothes still didn’t arrive.
She reluctantly took off for Hawaii, planning to buy a few things when
she got there. Meanwhile, the store finally delivered the clothes later
that day, dropping off exactly two of everything she had ordered and
charging her twice as much as she had expected. When she arrived in
Hawaii, she discovered that her credit card was maxed out. She spent a
week in paradise with no clothes and no credit.

After she got home, she called the store and was told by a snippy
employee that she would have to document what happened in writing.
So she did, in the form of a fourteen-page letter that she had her assis-
tant fax to the store—over, and over, and over, and over again.

Now, how would you like to have been the lucky employee who
had to respond to my friend Julie?

A manager from this retailer did, in fact, call her back, and accord-
ing to Julie, she nailed it perfectly. (So well, in fact, that Julie’s assis-
tant later wondered why she didn’t hear any yelling or arguing after
putting the call through.) These were the first words out of this man-
ager’s mouth:

“I read your letter, Julie. After everything we have put you
through, I can’t believe that you are still giving us an opportunity to
make things right. I want to learn more about what happened, and see
what we can do to repair the damage we have done here.”

There is a great deal of psychology going on in an opening like
this. Here are some of the things that this manager accomplished with
this opening statement:
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» She let Julie know that she had read her complaint, and then
demonstrated it by sharing her disgust at the situation.

» She used Julie’s name.
She preemptively matched Julie’s level of emotion.

She framed Julie’s response—which, remember, had consisted
of angrily faxing a long letter over and over—as that of a
reasonable person.

» She took a posture of serving Julie rather than defending
herself.

Then, as Julie recounted her grievances, this manager clearly
acknowledged and restated each of them in turn. Whether she had
unusually good intuition or had been well trained (I suspect both), she
succeeded in turning a potentially explosive encounter into a rational
discussion.

To its credit, the store did a good job of service recovery. It
refunded all of my friend’s money, told her to keep the clothes for free
as a gesture of apology, and promised to investigate what happened.
But before any of this could happen, the road to recovery was paved
by saying the right thing when the situation demanded it.

Good Intentions Are Not Enough

You may be thinking to yourself, “I am a pretty smart person. I am
also a very nice person. I am good with people. And I can think on
my feet. Those skills should get me through most difficult customer
situations, right?”

Wrong.

As much as I deeply respect nice people, being nice is not the same
as knowing the right words to say in a crisis. In fact, my experience
with employees is that these skills have much less to do with whether
you are a “people person” and much more to do with how well you
have been trained and coached.

Here is a pop quiz to show you what I mean. Let’s say that a
customer is furious because she was not allowed in to see a major
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concert the night before because of a misunderstanding over whether
her ticket was valid. Take a moment to write down what you would
first say to her.

Now, answer the following questions:

» Did you use the phrase “I understand” in your response? As
you will learn, this is a dated catchphrase that is as likely to
enrage your customer as soothe her.

» Did you try, even a tiny bit, to explain what might have
happened? For many people, this is the first club out of their
bag. But you will learn that explaining things too soon serves
no purpose and only makes the other person more upset.

» Did you start by offering to do something to make up for this?
That may seem like a good response, but if it was the first
thing out of your mouth—without first making sure she feels
acknowledged and asking good questions—you may actually
be setting her up to escalate her demands further.

Chapter 13 presents a case study that explains how to handle this
situation. For now, here is a quick summary: Mirror the gravity of
her complaint, ask questions to learn what happened, and validate her
statements every time she speaks. Then explore what she feels needs
to be done to make this situation right and negotiate an appropriate
level of service recovery.

Some of you reading this may have responded the same way. Good
for you! But many of you, no matter how nice you are, will have said
things that were ineffective or even harmful. And some of you might
have struggled with what to say at all.
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This is the heart of the “uh-oh” moment: When we most need to
be present in a customer’s situation, the majority of us say the wrong
things or turn into a block of ice. That’s because we are uncomfortable
and often frightened. And more to the point, because we really don’t
know what to say. A lot of bad service, especially in a crisis, happens
because we simply haven’t been taught the right words to say in criti-
cal situations. Even some of the world’s biggest companies say the
wrong things in a crisis, with examples as close as your nightly news.

One of the best analogies I can think of to this situation is acting.
Most of us think we can do it. It looks natural when we see it. But
when you observe professional actors carrying out a scene more
closely, they aren’t up there being themselves: They are executing a
series of well-rehearsed individual steps. They are positioning them-
selves at specific chalk lines on the stage, waiting for precise moments
to deliver a line, and timing their moves. If you or I took the stage and
tried to repeat their scenes, we would appear clumsy and amateurish—
just like most of us do in critical customer service situations.

Perhaps an even better comparison is police work. When officers
receive a call about a burglary in progress, the police I know don’t
clasp their heads in their hands and moan, “Oh, my goodness, some-
one is stealing something!” Instead, they hop into their patrol car and
do what they have been trained over and over to do. These officers
are masterful at defusing a crisis because they have been taught to do
so. And with the right training, you can learn to defuse your crises
with customers as well.

What to Say When the
Unthinkable Happens

When Jeff Greenman kissed his wife and drove to work one sunny Sep-
tember morning as a manager for a major U.S. airline, he had no idea
that by the end of that day, two of his company’s planes would crash
at the hands of terrorists, all air traffic in the United States would be
shut down, and he would be rushed to a crash site to work with victims’
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families for weeks. How did he personally handle the aftermath of the
September 11, 2001, tragedy? As a trained member of his airline’s Spe-
cial Assistance Team, he walked into this situation having a very clear
sense of how he would interact with people, using tools such as these:

» Asking open-ended questions to assess what people needed
» Acknowledging and paraphrasing what people said
» Using focusing questions to shift into problem solving

» Never saying “no,” but instead responding in terms of what he
could do

» Letting people know that whatever they were thinking and
feeling was OK

Jeff had a process to what he was doing, not just good intentions.
He knew how to respond to anger, tears, and outrageous demands. He
knew how to help people feel heard and supported in some of the
worst moments of their lives. Over the weeks he spent with the families
of 9/11, he built relationships that benefitted them and his airline’s
reputation. In fact, he describes his biggest challenge as a positive one:
disengaging from all the good relationships he built with these families
as he returned to his regular duties.

This is the heart and soul of how to handle a crisis with a cus-
tomer: Be trained, be prepared, and then know how to execute when
a crisis happens. When you become good at it, you still care very much
about your customers, but the mechanics of what to do become, in a
sense, another day at the office.

The rest of this book explores specific skills you can use in a cus-
tomer crisis, followed by chapters with detailed case studies on how to
handle some of the worst situations you can imagine. Each skills chap-
ter has questions and exercises you can use by yourself, or (better yet)
together as a team. And finally, we look at important issues such as
keeping yourself safe and knowing your limits. Let’s get started.
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CHAPTER

Leaning Into Criticism

HOW WOULD YOU LIKE TO LEARN an incredibly powerful technique
that will stop most angry people in their tracks? It is proven, effective,
and has good research behind it. And yet you probably never use it.
Why? Because for most people, it feels like bungee jumping off a steep
cliff. But once you take that leap, everything will change.

This technique is deceptively simple: Lean into what someone else
is saying, and embrace that person’s criticism—with gusto—every
time he or she speaks. In other words, when flames are coming at you,
walk right into them and crank the heat up even higher.

Picture this: You just flew into town for Aunt Matilda’s wedding.
It was great, according to everyone who went. And you have to take
their word for it, because your rental car from Bonzo Rent-a-Car
broke down somewhere between the airport and East Tumbleweed,
and you spent the whole afternoon waiting for someone to mosey on
over and fix the radiator. Now you are back at the rental-car counter.
Compare these two exchanges:

You: Your rental car broke down and made me miss my family wed-
ding, and I am furious!

Bonzo Rent-a-Car: I'm sorry, Ma’am, but unfortunately we aren’t
responsible for any consequential damages.

You: Your rental car broke down and made me miss my family wed-
ding, and I am furious!

17
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Bonzo Rent-a-Car: Of course you’re furious! My goodness, this
made you miss a wedding! Please tell me what happened here.

Which of these two openings is more effective? You know which
one. I do not have to tell you. But you also know how most people
react when a customer lights into them: They stand there with no idea
what to say next, until they finally stammer something defensive that
makes things even worse. Perhaps you do this yourself? (Be honest.)

Let’s break this situation down. You probably feel you have two
choices: (1) defend yourself or (2) respond to the complaint. (Many of
us also consider a third option: run!) Most of us instinctively choose
the option that is virtually guaranteed not to work, namely the first
one. Customers tell us how horrible we are, human nature takes over,
and we try to explain that we aren’t really that horrible. Or we try to
“educate” them about our policies and procedures. Or we try to tell
them that we usually are much better than we were in the situation
that ticked them off.

What then follows isn’t a matter of attitude. It is a matter of phys-
ics. You have done the equivalent of dropping a Mentos into a bottle
of cola, causing a violent eruption. The customer feels unheard, and
responds the way unheard customers usually do—which is not
pleasant.

This leaves us with the other option: Respond to the complaint.
This works better than defending yourself, but even this doesn’t
always work well. Have you ever been in a situation where you felt
you tried to address a customer’s complaint, but the customer still got
angrier and angrier?

When someone is unhappy—especially if he is really unhappy
—we tend to lean away from his complaints, emotionally and some-
times physically. We give bland acknowledgments, try to minimize the
problem, and make excuses. Or worse, we say nothing at all. Even our
body language gives us away: We tend to back off, make less eye con-
tact, and close up our stance.

I propose doing something very different: Throw yourself head-
long into the person’s grievances. Be right there with every bit of
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anger and indignation he is feeling. And then watch what happens.
More often than not, the tension drains away, and you are suddenly in
a rational conversation with Mr. Angry. That’s because he now real-
izes that you “get” him, and all that negative energy he was going to
invest in fighting you has harmlessly vaporized.

Of course, there is much more to defusing a customer crisis than
leaning into the other person’s emotions. At some point, you have to
shift gears into problem solving. (We will talk about that a little later
in this book in Chapter 6, particularly on focusing on what you can
do.) But you will never get there unless you can show customers that
you hear them, and get them on your side. In this chapter, we show
you how leaning in can work effectively with a four-step process.

Step 1: Hand Their Complaints Back to Them

Imagine you are standing behind the front desk of a large hotel with a
tired and angry guest in front of you. The air-conditioning didn’t
work in her room last night, the front desk couldn’t or wouldn’t do
anything about it then, and now the guest is telling you what a horrible
night she had. What do you say first?

This part is easy, because the customer just handed you the words.
Put them in your own words, and hand them right back to her. For
example, ““That’s terrible! It sounds like you hardly slept a wink last
night.” Try these other examples on for size:

Customer: You did a horrible job of painting my kitchen! I can’t stand
to even look at it now.

You: Yikes! It sounds like this paint job didn’t work for you at all.
Please tell me more about what went wrong.

Customer: Your stupid product messed up my engine.

You: Wow, so this product actually caused engine trouble—in a new
car, no less! That’s really scary.

Customer: What you just said to me sounded patronizing.

You: My apologies, I obviously hurt your feelings! Please tell me what
bothered you about it.
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In each of these cases, you took a moment to live where your
customer lives instead of just jumping headfirst into your side of the
story, even in the third example, where someone said something very
challenging and personal to you. By taking their words and handing
these complaints right back to them, you let them know that you heard
them, that you processed what they were saying, and that it is safe to
talk about it.

This technique is a form of paraphrasing, which we will discuss in
more detail in the next chapter. It works best when you put the cus-
tomer’s complaint in your own words as much as possible. Put your
personal touch on what customers are telling you, and hand their
thoughts back to them respectfully as a gift.

Step 2: Use “"Wow" Words

Handing back someone’s complaint works even better when you use
what psychologists call zirroring to reflect a customer’s emotions. If
he is agitated, respond vigorously. If he is doing a slow burn, speak
deliberately and with as much gravitas as you can muster. Be right
there with him, use his words and thoughts, and match him feeling
for feeling.

Most of us try to minimize bad things. We grew up that way.
Think about phrases like “It sounds like you have a little problem with
that.” “Others have had it worse.” “Calm down.” “You’ll get over
this.” You probably use phrases like these yourself, because you think
they will make the customer’s scary monsters shrink down and go
away.

Instead, they have the opposite effect. Let me translate these
phrases into what customers hear: “Go away. I don’t hear you. I don’t
care what you are saying. I'm not listening. La-la-la-la-la-la.” This is
why these phrases do not give you the results you want.

Instead, I want you to make a 180-degree turn in the road. Pick
words that mirror the customer’s feelings as she stated them, and blow
them up larger than life. Meet her where she is, and then go her one
better. Give these examples a try:
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Customer: You almost caused a horrible accident out there!

You: You're right, that was a close call! We’re lucky someone didn’t
get hurt or killed!

Customer: Your stupid camera didn’t work at my daughter’s gradua-
tion!

You: At your daughter’s one and only graduation ceremony? That’s
awful! I'd be furious about that!

Customer: This food is terrible!

You: Wow! Sounds like you had a miserable lunch!

You see, your goal right now is to get the customer nodding his
head up and down to whatever you say so you can calm him down and
keep talking. If he doesn’t think you “get” him, it becomes his sworn
duty to fix that by pressing you even harder. “Wow” language is a
preemptive strike that takes hearing and feeling his story completely
off the table so you can both calm down and get to business.

“But wait,” you say. “Doesn’t using ‘wow’ language imply that
you agree with the customer, or that the situation is your fault?” No,
it doesn’t. There is all the difference in the world between acknowl-
edging someone and agreeing with that person. Even the world’s
heartiest acknowledgment doesn’t change what happened, who is at
fault, or what you will do about the situation. For now, your mission
is to build a connection, and the quickest and most powerful way to
do that is to match the customer’s emotions.

A Tale of Two Salespeople

One day | was asked by two salespeople, within twenty-four hours, to
purchase extended warranties on products | was buying. Based on
experience, | would rather be pecked to death by ducks than purchase
an extended warranty. So compare the following two encounters.
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The first was at a chain office-supply store—the same chain that
put me through three weeks of torture and paperwork a few years ago
when | tried to get it to fix a broken CD drive under its extended war-
ranty. After the salesperson pressed me a couple of times to purchase a
warranty for my printer, | finally spilled my tale of woe. The salesperson
responded by staring at me blankly and saying, “But we've changed
suppliers since then.”

The second encounter was with an appliance salesperson. When
he asked me about purchasing an extended warranty, | shared the story
of how another appliance store made me wait weeks before strolling
on over and fixing a leaking water heater, with as much bureaucracy as
could be brought to bear. This salesperson responded by stiffening up
and saying, “That is totally un-acceptable! If | had an experience like
that, | probably wouldn’t want an extended warranty either!” Then he
politely explained the benefits of his store’s plan.

In the first case, | dismissed the salesperson as a clueless nitwit. |
had just shared how his chain had made my life miserable the last time
| listened to its song and dance, and he couldn’t have cared less. In
the second case, however, | was listening. | paid attention to what this
salesperson had to say. And if there was any way | could have been
talked into purchasing an extended warranty (there wasn’t), he would
have had a pretty good chance. He had my trust.

Step 3: Steal All Their Good Lines

"This part is fun. Most people who serve the public worry about reac-

tions to what they do. Instead of worrying, predict how they might

react and get there first! Take a look:

» You just wrote a parking ticket: “Amazing. I show up and
write a ticket just before you get back to your car.”

» You’ve run out of the hottest new Christmas toy, there
are no rain checks, and a customer is livid about this: ‘“You
probably drove all the way down here just to get this.”
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» One of your students just flunked the big exam: “What a
pain in the neck for you! You were probably hoping to have
this course over and done with.”

I once went to my dentist hoping to get a small filling to take care
of a toothache. He looked at my X-rays, turned to me, and said, “You
are going to need a crown.” But before I could respond, he continued,
“You didn’t want to hear that. You are thinking that crowns are expen-
sive. And they take a couple of days out of your life. No fun at all. But
here is why you should get one. . . .” At this point, all I could do was
sit there in stunned silence, because he had taken all of my lines. (And
I am now the proud owner of a new crown.) That stunned silence—
the result of being heard and anticipated—is exactly the kind of out-

come you want.

Step 4: Never Defend Yourself First

So far we have mentioned three things you should say. Now, here is
one thing you should never say first: anything whatsoever to defend
yourself.

Once in a great while I can read people’s minds, and I can read
your mind right now. You are thinking, “But what if you are right and
they are wrong? What if there are consequences? What if I have good
and valid reasons for what happened? Why can’t I defend myself?”

Here’s why: The customer isn’t listening to you. Anything you say
that defends yourself is going to pass through undigested at best, or
enrage the customer at worst (probably the latter). In this moment, it
is all about the customer. So your job is to get her listening to you
first, and lay out the facts later. Here are some examples:

Customer: This is all your fault! (Note: It isn’t.)

You: No one wants to feel cheated. Let’s look at what happened.

Customer: Your clerk was incredibly rude to me! (Note: You over-
heard them both, and the customer was the one who was unrea-
sonable.)
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You: Everyone deserves to be treated with respect. What did the clerk
say that offended you?

Customer: I’'m upset, and I demand the moon and the stars. (Note:
She won’t get them.)

You: We both want to make this situation right.

Note that I did not say you can’t ever defend yourself. At some
point the facts of the matter can, and perhaps must, come out. But if
you don’t first lean into what they are saying, they have beans in their
ears and cannot hear you. Defending yourself too soon is ineffective
when you are right and outrageously offensive when you are wrong.

Deliver Us from Bad Service

One year the street | lived on and ran my business from was renamed.
Most delivery companies figured out how to deliver to this new ad-
dress. But one delivery service often circled my town cluelessly with
packages from my biggest client, having no idea where to go and even-
tually returning them to their senders.

| tried to sort this out with the carrier repeatedly. Its toll-free num-
ber routed me to the local office, and someone there would say some-
thing like, “Oh, you must have told Patty about your new address.
Patty doesn’t work here anymore. Now you’ll have to talk to Trixie
about it.”

The third time | called after missing a key delivery, the woman on
the other end of the line said, “Look, sometimes we have problems with
local deliveries, but at least no one can touch our international ser-
vices.” As luck would have it, | had just returned from teaching a train-
ing course in Montreal, where this same delivery service refused to ship
back my client’s computers at the last minute because its American
account number didn’t work in Canada, as | took great pleasure in
explaining to her.
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Oh, by the way, this delivery company did finally figure out how
to handle my situation: It eventually ceased operations in the United
States.

So what can you do? Hear them and learn from them. And then,
of course, shift gears into problem solving, hopefully with someone
who is now listening to you instead of screaming at you. That is really
all there is to it. You follow exactly the same approach whether the
customer is right or wrong, the consequences are large or small, or
the problem is solvable or not.

Why Leaning In Is So Hard

Leaning in is simple, powerful, and it works. So why do we so often
say exactly the wrong things in moments of crisis? Because our intelli-
gence trips us up. Critical situations put us on high alert, and that
wonderful brain of ours kicks into overdrive coming up with ways to
protect ourselves. Here are a few of the things your intellect is pound-
ing on the door to tell you when someone is ranting at you:

» If I give credence to the complaint, it will become my
fault. Guess what: It already is your fault—in the customer’s mind.
That is all that matters to the customer. And your silence simply
makes you all the more complicit in this situation.

It often feels strange to be emphasizing how horrible and awful
something is for a customer. It almost seems like an admission of guilt
to the person saying it. But to the listener, the exact opposite is true.
You become someone who “gets” that other person, and the listener
instinctively flips a switch that turns you from foe to friend. And that
makes everything that follows much easier.

» The customer might demand more than I can give. Might?
Heck, she probably will. So answer this question: What is more likely
to rile up a customer into demanding too much: if you hear and
acknowledge her, or if you turn into a block of ice?
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Upset customers often pose, posture, and make outrageous
demands. They do it when you try to help them, and they do it—a Joz
more often—when you try to ignore them. So you might as well let
them do what they do, and then trust your communications skills to
handle the situation.

We devote Chapter 8 of this book to what to do when people
demand too much, but here is a sneak preview. When you acknowl-
edge what another person wants, validate the feelings behind those
requests, and focus on what you can do, you have a much better rate
of success than if you use the “I'm sorry, sir” approach that human
nature is pulling you toward.

» Iwill just be fueling the anger by acknowledging it. Think
about a parent with a fussy three-year-old in the seat of a grocery cart.
The child is screaming, crying, and demanding candy. Ignoring this
behavior or changing the subject sometimes makes the firestorm pass.
The child slowly learns that yelling doesn’t always get you what you
want, and the parent learns to turn a deaf ear to angry outbursts.

But your customer isn’t three years old, and you aren’t the custom-
er’s parent. By going ostrich, you commit the cardinal sin of trying to
defuse conflict: You make someone who is feeling unheard feel even
more unheard. He reacts by puffing himself up to be even more threat-
ening so you will pay attention to him. See where this is heading?

You aren’t alone here. Whole cultures often learned to deal with
conflict by shutting down to it. We probably wouldn’t have had Visi-
goths sacking Rome in the Middle Ages if people could have figured
out how to productively address their concerns (seriously; read your
history books). And even today, many of us try to ignore or minimize
the problem in front of us—and then pay a steep price.

I want something much better for you: I want you to be able to
confidently defuse any situation. One of the first steps toward that
goal is learning that you are almost always better off responding to an
upset customer with gusto, and trying to see the world as she sees it.
Try it the next time a customer is upset, and watch what happens.
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PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE

1. You work for a large rental company. A customer marches in
and shouts, “The tent you put up for us leaked and everyone got
drenched, along with their meals! You’'ve completely ruined our
son’s graduation party.” What is your response?

2. The utility company you work for mistakenly sent disconnection
notices to several thousand people because of a computer error,
and—lucky you—you are on the phones today answering one call
after another from customers who are furious about this. What is
the first thing you say to each person?

3. You are a young doctor and get a surprise visit from a patient
you saw yesterday. “Look at me!” she exclaims. She is covered
from head to toe in a rash caused by the medication you pre-
scribed for her the day before. What do you say now?
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CHAPTER 3

Achieving Deep
Acknowledgment

YOU DO NOT KNow How to acknowledge other people. Especially
difficult ones.

I mean this statement in the nicest possible way. In my experience
working with groups ranging from senior executives to front-line
employees, the vast majority do not know how to acknowledge a truly
obnoxious, demanding customer. These are good people who try hard
to do the right thing with customers, and they either struggle with
what to say as they are being taunted, baited, or yelled at, or they fall
back on empty catchphrases that don’t work.

Now I am going to make another bold statement: Your inability
to acknowledge people causes the vast majority of your most difficult
customer situations.

“Wait a minute!” you are probably thinking. “Why is it my fault
when people get too emotional, have unrealistic demands, or won’t
accept the best that we can do?”

The reason is that more often than you think, these seemingly
one-way encounters are really a dance with two partners. Here is why:
Even outrageous customer behavior often calms down when it is heard
instead of just reacted to. Conversely, it usually escalates when it isn’t
heard. Compare these two responses:

Customer: This is totally unacceptable!

You: Sir, let me explain how our policy works.

28
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Customer: This is totally unacceptable!

You: I can tell by your tone of voice how annoyed you must be. No
one likes to be kept waiting like you were. Let’s look at some
options together.

The first response may sound reasonable on paper, but it trans-
lates to customers as, “Drop dead. We don’t care what you think or
feel.” Often, it will provoke a reaction. The second response “gets”
the customer by letting her know you heard her frustration before you
move to the heavy lifting of negotiating a solution. Being able to
respond this way simply requires being taught new skills.

"This leads me to a third bold statement: Acknowledging people is
the most powerful tool you have in difficult customer situations. It is
often the only way to turn anger into productive dialogue. In this
chapter, we look at why most of us would rather drink poison than
acknowledge others—and how we can change this.

Why We Don’t Acknowledge Demanding
Customers

Why is acknowledging the concerns of your worst customers so diffi-
cult? I believe it is a simple problem of linguistics: We have a mistaken
idea of what the word itself means.

The roots of the word acknowledge date back to the fifteenth cen-
tury, when it meant to give your accord to another person’s knowledge.
It does not mean that you are agreeing with the other person. Nor
does it mean that you will give him whatever he wants. It just means
that you respect his viewpoint, even if you personally disagree with it.

Because we wrongly feel that acknowledging infuriating, demand-
ing people is the same as giving in to them, we often—with the best
intentions—do the one thing that is guaranteed to never, ever work:
Point out how wrong they are. We explain our policies, set bound-
aries, or worse, try to “educate” these customers about how their
problems are their own fault. Then they predictably pose, posture,
threaten us, and demand to speak to our managers.

Most crisis professionals will tell you that good acknowledgments
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are the easiest and most powerful way to defuse a situation while still
respecting your own boundaries. Moreover, acknowledgment is a
totally mechanical process. Once you learn how to do it, you can prac-
tically do it in your sleep.

The Four Powerful Levels of Response

This chapter will teach you what I call the “ladder of acknowledg-
ment’’: four increasingly powerful levels of response that you can
choose from in a difficult customer situation, each of which can dra-
matically help you defuse it. These four levels are:

1. Paraphrasing: Mirroring the customer’s statements empa-
thetically

2. Observation: Reflecting what the customer is thinking and
teeling

3. Validation: Letting customers know their feelings are
valid—at least to them

4. Identification: Sharing what you feel in common with the
customer

By choosing one of these four approaches—paraphrasing their
words, observing their thoughts and feelings, validating their con-
cerns, or identifying with their emotions—you provide a face-saving
way for difficult customers to calm down and enter into a rational,
problem-solving dialogue with you. Let’s look at how these four
approaches work.

Paraphrasing

Paraphrasing is easy and powerful. You simply take whatever other
people say, gift wrap it with your own words, and hand it right back
to them. In the process, you let them know that (a) you heard them,
(b) you have processed what they are saying, and (c) it is safe to talk
about it.
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Paraphrasing Your Way out of Trouble

One client of mine, a major state university, had a big problem: gradua-
tion audits. Students would contact the administration and say, “Hi
there! I'm ready to graduate!” The school would do a lengthy audit to
see if the student really was ready to graduate. Sometimes the answer
was no—a student would be two credits short, or lack a distribution
requirement, or something else. Often, staff members so dreaded call-
ing students back about this that they put off doing it.

So the next time | did a presentation for the staff, | invited one
brave person to come up on stage with me and role-play this situation.
And she did a truly wonderful job. Shouting and pointing her finger in
my face for emphasis, she exclaimed, “This is no fairl No one told me
about any of this! And | have a job waiting in two weeks! This is all your
fault! You have got to fix this!”

In response, | did exactly what | told the audience | would do: |
simply paraphrased everything she said. Here are some of the things |
said in response:

“Wow, so no one ever told you about this!”

“You've got a job in two weeks, so this is really urgent!”

“We've got to find a way to help you graduate as soon as possible!”

Her response? She stood there with a look of stunned silence on
her face, thinking to herself, “Hey, wait a minute! I'm trying to get angry
with this guy, in front of all these people, and I don’t know what to say!”
That's because | had addressed everything she brought up, every time
she opened her mouth.

When a customer gets upset with you, and you have no idea what
to say in response, paraphrasing is a great place to start because the
customer is handing your response to you. Here are some techniques
for doing it well:

Start with listening. Give customers the time and space to say what-
ever they feel they need to before you jump in with a response.
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Remember, a talking customer is your friend. He or she is giving you
lots of information to paraphrase, as well as the time to create a good

reply.

Respond—don’t editorialize. There is a time and place for your
side of the story, and it isn’t when you first acknowledge someone.
Good paraphrasing reflects the world as the customer sees it, not as
you see it. Resist all temptation to spring your own agenda on what
the other person is saying. For example, when a customer says, “I
think your company stinks,” don’t respond with, “So you think our
company stinks. Here is why we’re actually better than most compa-
nies.” Instead, stick to the customer’s agenda (“You are pretty upset
with us. Tell me more.”).

Put their words into your own words. One example of paraphras-
ing that usually fails miserably is when workers at offshore call centers
(who have usually been trained by nonnative English speakers) repeat
what the other person says word for word. Has the following conver-
sation ever happened to you?

Customer: My credit card bill has a huge error!

Call center agent: [ see, sir. So you are telling me that your credit
card bill has a huge error. Is that correct?

Customer (with some annoyance): Umm, yes, I just told you that!

The more you put a customer’s statements into your own words,
the more you show how well you are listening. Practice replaying
other people’s statements with new words and synonyms, and watch
how much better people respond.

Observation

The next step up from paraphrasing is to make an observation about
what the person is probably thinking or feeling. Suppose, for instance,
that an airline customer just missed the last flight of the day. Instead
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of just paraphrasing her words (“Wow, you just missed the last
flight!”), you reflect what is on her mind (‘“You were probably hoping
to get home tonight. How frustrating!”).

Here are some examples of using observation phrases in difficult
customer situations:

» “Ican tell by your tone of voice that you are pretty upset about
this.”
» “This obviously didn’t turn out the way you wanted it to.”

» “I can see how important this is to you.”
Here are more tips for making good observations:

Guessing is OK. It is perfectly acceptable to use your best judgment
about what the other person is thinking or feeling. First of all, your
hunches are almost always going to be correct. Second, even if they
aren’t, people generally will appreciate your honest attempt to hear
them.

Don’t minimize emotions. As we discussed in the previous chapter,
match or exceed the other person’s emotions step-by-step. Don’t use
phrases like “It sounds like you had a little problem here.” Instead, go
deep and mirror every inch of that person’s frustration (“Wow, this
really messed up your event!”).

Plan your next step. This is true for all forms of acknowledgment,
but especially observation: Don’t stop there. Otherwise you risk
sounding patronizing and having an encounter like this:

Customer: This meal was horrible!
You: So you weren’t happy at all with your food.
Customer: Well, duh, yeah! What are you going to do about it?

In a case like this, simply adding a phrase like ‘““Tell me what you
didn’t like about your meal” can help. Better yet, “What can we do to
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make this right?”” links your acknowledgment to a problem-solving
dialogue, a topic we discuss in more detail in Chapter 6.

Validation

With paraphrasing, you hand people back their words. With observa-
tion, you voice their feelings. Validation takes things a powerful step
further. As the word implies, you are not only observing a customer’s
feelings but acknowledging that they are valid.

How do you do this? It’s simple. By definition, validation always
involves letting customers know that other people share these feelings
as well. Let’s look at some examples:

Customer: This product lasted only three months!

You: That’s terrible! No one likes having a product break down that
soon.

Customer: I've been on hold for nearly a half hour!

You: Wow, that was a long time! Everyone hates waiting on hold.

Customer: I can’t figure out these instructions!

You: Don’t feel bad. Lots of people have trouble with these assembly
instructions. I can help you.

The key is to invite a big crowd into your response with phrases

b1 9 ¢

like “everyone,” “lots of people,” “nobody,” “no one,” or “just about
anyone.” Your goal is to let upset customers know that they are far
from alone, and that their reactions are totally understandable. You
can also personalize your comparisons by adding your own expertise
into the mix. For instance, “In my experience, many people struggle
with this.”

Done well, validation is an extremely powerful way to get an upset
customer working with you as a team. With practice, it can also

become a natural way of responding to people. Among the four tech-
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niques presented here, consider making this one your default for most
situations.

The Higher Purpose of Validation:
Protecting People’s Feelings

You can also validate feelings that are never expressed or spoken.
Remember, at the beginning of this chapter, how people in groups I've
worked with often don’t know what to say? | don't just stand there and
feel sorry for them. | actively let them know—along with the audi-
ence—that their response is normal and that this is why they are in the
course. For example, | might say:

“See that look of terror on Terri's face? This is the most important
thing you will learn today! [Audience laughs] But seriously, if any of
you had bravely volunteered for this exercise, you would have probably
reacted exactly the same way, and this is what | see with audiences all
over the country. So now, let’s have some fun with this and learn what
to say.”

Then | break the role-playing into steps and coach Terri so that she
does a fantastic job and goes off the stage to a big round of applause.
This way no one ever feels embarrassed, and people still want to hire
me to come back and speak.

Identification

This is the highest rung on the ladder of acknowledgment: letting
others know that you share how they feel, at some level. As with the
other forms of acknowledgment, it does not mean that you agree with
them or are giving in to them. It simply means that you can, by virtue
of your common humanity, grasp how they might feel about a situa-
tion. In the process, you are creating a powerful bond with your cus-
tomers.
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While validation phrases talk about other people, identification
phrases always involve you. Here are some examples:

» “That would bother me too.”

“If I were in that situation, I would probably react the same
way.”
» “What happened to you wouldn’t have seemed fair to me

either.”

» “I can’t imagine what this situation must have put you
through.”

» ‘“Here is what happened when I tried that.”

However, there are two kinds of situations when you shouldn’t use
identification. The first is when you honestly cannot identify with the
person. For instance, if a woman tells me how difficult her pregnancy
is, I can’t say, “I can just imagine how that must be”—because I can’t.
I am the wrong gender, so I can only paraphrase, observe, or validate
her feelings.

The other time you can’t use identification is when customers say
things that cross your boundaries. If an upset customer says he would
like to shut down your business, you can’t say, “Sure thing, I would
like to see it shut down too!” (Sadly, I have seen employees respond
this way.) Instead, you should dial all the way back to observation:
“You are obviously pretty upset with us. Let’s talk about it.”

Used properly, identification is one of the most powerful ways to
connect with a difficult customer. In particular, if someone is openly
angry, you should go for this highest rung of the ladder whenever
possible. And in any situation, consider using it to create a bond with
your customer.

“He Is Too Crazy to Reason With!”

Most people who have worked with the public long enough can tell
you stories of customers they felt were “crazy”—not just difficult, or
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arrogant, or angry, but truly irrational. These are customers who have
complaints that make no sense, or constantly ramble off topic, or get
unusually agitated. They often make those who serve them feel help-
less and frustrated.

According to the U.S. National Institute of Mental Health, serious
mental illness occurs in approximately 5 percent of the population, and
as high as 8 percent in population subgroups such as teenagers. Many
of these people live and work in the community and are consumers like
the rest of us. You can connect with them more often than you might
think if you use the right approach. Here are three tips:

1. Don’t challenge. No one responds well to criticism, with or
without mental illness. Telling people they make no sense usually just
goads them to “explain” themselves further.

2. Refocus the discussion. Gently ask questions that focus on the
customer rather than on the diatribe. “What could we do for you right
now?” “What do you need?” “How are you doing today?” Often you will
get a rational answer.

3. Acknowledge their better selves. When they do express a
need or a legitimate feeling, acknowledge it. “Good choice.” “I can see
why that is important to you.” “Absolutely, most people feel that way.”

How do | know these techniques work? Lots of personal experience.
Speaking with mentally ill people on a regular basis as a crisis-line coun-
selor, | found that this approach often turns rambling encounters into
constructive dialogue because mentally ill people are still people, and
they tend to respond to human kindness like anyone else. Just like your
customers will.

L
Acknowledgment: Your Key to Handling
Any Situation

The goal with all of these techniques is to show difficult customers
that you “get” them. The main reason people behave the way they do
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when they are upset with us is because they think it will force us to
see their view of the world. When we show that we understand their
view—which is not the same as agreeing with them—there is often
nothing to fight about. This is why good acknowledgment is the key
to defusing situations and creating real dialogue.

But let’s be frank: Acknowledgment is controversial. It often feels
like “kissing up” to people you totally disagree with. It certainly
doesn’t feel natural to most of us. This is why the vast majority of
the time, most people never do it—especially in their most difficult
customer situations.

Here is why I want you to move past this speed bump: Good
acknowledgment is one of the most powerful skills you can develop to
connect with people. When first responders like police officers and
hostage negotiators face critical situations, acknowledgment is the first
club out of their bag. It is how psychotherapists get sullen, withdrawn
teenagers to open up and talk in a way that their parents never can.
And it is how you—and your whole team—become people who can
handle any customer in any situation.

PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE
1. A customer storms up to you and declares, “Your crew did a
terrible job of landscaping on my property. See how uneven this
line of shrubs is? I'm going to tell all my neighbors to stay away
from your company!” How might you paraphrase what she is
saying?
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2. How would you make an observation about what she is think-
ing and feeling?

3. What might you say to validate her feelings?

4. What could you say that would show her that you personally
identify with her, in a way that doesn’t bash your employer?
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CHAPTER

Avoiding Trigger
Phrases

HUMAN NATURE often does something amazing for us in our most
difficult customer situations: It leads us to say exactly the wrong
thing—particularly in a crisis.

This is a survival instinct that dates back to when we were cave
people in prehistoric times. When someone challenges us, threatens
us, or makes us uncomfortable, we push back. We tell people what we
can’t, don’t, and won’t do. We lay the blame for the problem at the
customers’ feet. Then we make the situation even more difficult for
them (“Sorry, you’ll have to speak to a manager about that. And you’ll
have to come back next Tuesday when the manager is here.”). And
then customers react in ways that are not exactly pleasant.

Here is a simple example. Picture someone calling your electron-
ics store. He is furious because the hard drive on his computer just
crashed and he lost all of his files, as well as a document he was work-
ing on. He is blaming this on you and your business. And he is using
some pretty choice words about it.

Now, be honest: At any point in this conversation, would you tell
him that he should have backed up his data? If you even so much as
hinted at this, then the verbal explosion that followed would not be
just his fault. It would be yours too. If you look critically at many
customer situations that go wrong, you will find a similar dynamic at
work.

40
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In this chapter, we look at how you can keep your words from
steering a customer’s reactions completely off the rails. We look at
several common phrases that people like you and I frequently use,
why you should stop using them, and, more important, what to say
instead. In the process, you will learn that one of the most important
principles for handling difficult customer situations is knowing what
not to say.

The Other Golden Rule

First, let’s start with a general principle for what not to say.

Most of us are familiar with the Golden Rule: Treat others the
way you would want to be treated. It is a good rule as far as it goes.
But I would like to introduce an even more important rule, especially
for challenging customer situations. I call it the Other Golden Rule:

You can never successfully criticize anyone about anything. Ever.

You see, we often respond to difficult or angry customers by trying
to hold them accountable for their behavior. We tell them what they
should have done, or shouldn’t have done, or what our policy requires
them to do first. And then we wonder why these customers get so
upset.

Most of us already know this principle in our hearts. So why do
we do it anyway? Because of our old friend human nature. When peo-
ple are rude, arrogant, demanding, or threatening, one of the hardest
things in the world to do is say things that benefit them—and it is oh
so tempting to stick it to them.

Here is why I want you to resist that temptation: Criticizing some-
one is the verbal equivalent of steering an aircraft into a thunderstorm.
You may get through the experience, but it will be a very bumpy ride.

Ironically, many people who do this feel they are following the
first Golden Rule. They feel that they would deserve to be held
accountable themselves in the same situation, so they treat customers
that way. But no one ever likes being on the receiving end of it. It feels
like buck-passing and high-handedness to both us and our customers.
Especially your most difficult ones.
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Trigger Phrases and How You Can
Avoid Them

Now let’s look at some specific types of phrases that lead customers to
teel criticized, unheard, or disrespected—and how to train yourself
out of saying them.

Giving Orders

The simplest way to mess up is to order your customers around.

As a customer, I have one of the longest fuses of anyone I know.
But one day I was standing in a chain sandwich shop, trying to get a
better look at the menu on the wall, when one of the people behind
the counter barked at me, “Stand over here to order, sir!” and pointed
sharply to the other end of the counter. She did succeed in getting me
to move: I walked out and never returned.

Perhaps you would never treat your customers like that. But
before you dismiss a story like this as the act of an isolated nasty per-
son, look at some other phrases that seemingly nice people use all the
time with customers:

“You’ll have to . . .”
“You should have . ..”
“Didyou...?”

“I need these three forms signed.”

vV VvV Vv Vv VY

“Please go to the end of the line, sir.”

All of these statements have one thing in common: a distorted
sense of who is serving whom. Yet most of us say them as naturally as
we breathe. And then we wonder why a certain percentage of our
customers act belligerent.

Of course, we all sometimes have to tell customers to do things.
How do you keep this from sliding down the slippery slope into boss-
ing them around? By choosing new words that speak to your custom-
ers’ interests. Especially your most annoying ones. Here are some
examples:
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Not so good: I'm sorry, sir, but you’ll just have to wait. You aren’t
the only sick person in this emergency room.

Better: We know you aren’t feeling well, so we’ll get you in to see
someone as soon as we possibly can. I am estimating about 20
minutes right now, but please feel free to keep checking in with
me.

Not so good: You should have kept your receipt to get warranty cov-
erage.

Better: Lots of people forget to keep their receipts. Let’s look at the
options we have from here.

Not so good: I need these forms filled out.

Better: These forms give us permission to treat you, and also address
g p M4
your privacy. I’d be happy to answer any questions about them.

As a general rule, ask yourself how it will benefit a customer to do
what you say, and then speak to those benefits whenever possible.
(And try to avoid “negative benefits,” like, “If you don’t do this, some-
thing bad will happen.”) With practice, you will find that almost any
situation can be addressed in a positive and a negative way. Choose
the positive one whenever possible, and suddenly your customers will
seem a lot more reasonable.

A Tale of Two Trees

There is only one thing worse than having a huge tree fall and hit your
house: having a huge tree fall and miss your house. That's because in
the latter case, you have to pay to have the tree removed, instead of
your insurance company. | know, because both of these situations have
happened to my wife and me.

In each case, we called arborists who did a technically proficient
job of removing the tree. But the first arborist spoke to us using phrases
like these:
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» “You're lucky that | was able to come over.”

» “I've got a lot of other jobs from this storm, so you'll have to
wait at least three weeks.”

» “l usually don't do small homeowner jobs like this. Here’s what
you will need to do when we come.”

Later, after the other tree fell in another storm, we called a second
arborist. Here are some of the things he said to us:

» “I'm glad you called me.”

» “Even though | have lots of other jobs, | know you'd like to take
care of this as soon as possible. Would it be OK if | planned to
handle this sometime in the next three weeks?”

» “Here’s what you can expect when our crew comes over.”

Notice that both people said almost exactly the same things, but the
first one sounded entitled and arrogant, while the second one focused
on us. He welcomed our business, proactively gave us information, and
made us feel like we had choices, even when we didn’t really have
much choice.

Over the years we have spent thousands of dollars more with the
second arborist than the first, giving him our business for routine tree
care. If you run a business, you can put a lot more money in your pocket
by simply changing the language you use.

Catchphrases

Quick—what is the most common reply you hear when you tell some-
one, “I understand’’?

When I ask audiences this question, they always respond in uni-
son: “No, you don’t!” It almost seems a little unfair. Here you are
trying to be sympathetic, and people are snapping back at you.

Here is the problem. You are using what is called a catchphrase.
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Through overuse, catchphrases can become dulled to the point that
people react negatively to them.

Take the phrase “I understand.” People love to be understood.
We almost never do enough to understand our customers. But when
you use the catchphrase “I understand,” your words carry the weight
of every bored, finger-tapping clerk who has said, “Yeah, yeah, I
understand,” during that customer’s lifetime. And then you lose.

Here are some other common types of overused catchphrases:

» “Don’tworry.” (If the customer didn’t have a reason to worry,
the customer wouldn’t be bothering you.)

» “Calm down.” (Do you like being told how to feel?)

» “Never mind.” (Usually said in a tone of voice indicating you
mind very much.)

» “Who knows?” (The customer was hoping that you knew.)
» “It’s OK.” (No itisn’t.)

Finally, there is a very special type of catchphrase: “I'm sorry.”
Apologizing to people when necessary is very important. But the
phrase “I'm sorry” is followed so frequently by the word “but” that
people are practically expecting it. As a result, your well-intended
apology often sounds forced and insincere.

There is an easy fix to using catchphrases: Choose different words.
Any different words. As long as you don’t trigger the catchphrase
reflex, you will be fine. Instead of “I understand,” tell customers that
you can see how frustrated they are, or how much something inconve-
niences them. Instead of “I'm sorry,” apologize for what happened in
detail. With any catchphrase, just say something different—even if
you make it up on the spot—and your customers will feel much better.

Setup Phrases

Did you know that we sometimes try to deliver bad news to customers
by making it even nastier?

2

For instance, you say to a customer, “I hate to tell you this. . . .
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But by golly, there you are telling the customer anyway. Why did you
say that? And what kind of reaction did you expect from it? (Hint: It
is not usually a good one.)

This is an example of what we call a setup phrase. Setup phrases
are usually said, without as much as a second thought, to prepare
someone to receive bad news. Unfortunately, they never work. Exam-
ples of these phrases include:

» “Let me be honest with you. . . .” (Is anyone stopping you?)

» “I'm not sure what you were expecting.” (If you really aren’t
sure, why aren’t you asking the customer?)

» “Idon’t know what to tell you here.” (Then quick, find
someone who does!)

» “What can I say?” (How about, “What can I do to help you?”)

» “With all due respect . . .” (Usually said in a tone of voice
conveying no respect whatsoever.)

Each of these phrases translates to a single, common meaning: “I
do not respect what you want and have no interest whatsoever in help-
ing you.” They are said in hopes of establishing that you are the one
with the power and the customer is not. But customers who feel pow-
erless erupt far more often than you would like.

By comparison, the right kind of introduction can make bad news
much more palatable. We discuss how to do this in more detail in
Chapter 5. In the meantime, banish setup phrases from your vocabu-
lary, starting now. They will accomplish nothing you want and will
put you at great risk of having your customers push back hard at you.

How to Tell Customers They Are
Stupid—Effectively!

What do you do when a customer is so wrong that you really feel you
have to say something about it? There is actually a perfectly safe way
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to do this, with the help of a little behavioral psychology. | call it the “I”
technique. When | teach this in live workshops, | often paraphrase it as,
“How to tell people they are stupid, without ever using the word stupid
in the sentence.”

You see, psychologists have long taught a principle known as mod-
eling. It means that people do not learn most things from scratch.
Instead, they learn by watching other people. Especially when those
other people are messing up. So if you challenge customers, they
almost always get defensive—but if you let them see someone else
doing something stupid, they will learn from it. Especially if that some-
one else is you.

The “I” technique uses modeling to tell people what you have done
in a way that helps them learn from your mistakes. For example, take
the person at the beginning of the chapter whose hard drive crashed.

uln

Using the “I” technique, | might say, “I get really frustrated when / don't
back up my data, and / lose all my work, so / know how you feel.” The
results are truly magical: People listen to me when | say things like this,
and they never, ever get upset.

So what do you do when someone does something so incredibly,
mind-numbingly stupid that you could never admit to doing it yourself?
Simple. Just observe other people instead of yourself: “I've seen lots of
people do things like that.” Either way, a little modeling can help you

walk safely into any teachable moment.

One-Sided Explanations

Perhaps the worst kind of wrong thing to say comes when it’s all about
you, and not at all about the customer.

Let’s take what is perhaps the most infuriating phrase in all of
customer service: “Sorry, that’s our policy.” Did you give the cus-
tomer a vote in creating this policy? Did the customer assist you in
implementing it? Was it the customer’s idea? If the answer to these
questions is “no,” then guess what: The customer does not care about
your policy and may well tell you where you can stuff it.
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The same thing is true about other statements that benefit only
you and not the customer. For example:

» “Itis the end of my shift.”
» “That would require us to do the job all over again.”

» “We can’t do that.”

These statements may all be technically correct, but they are also
infuriating because of what they imply: “We don’t care.” In each of
these cases, a customer requested something, and you made it clear
that your interests are everywhere but that request.

Does this mean that you cannot ever tell a customer “no”? Nope.
What it does mean, however, is that you need to change your words
to suit the interests of the customer. Instead of the phrases above, try
these on for size:

» “My partner will take over for you on this. Nice working with
you!”

» “We could fix this by doing the job over. Before we try that, I
just want to explore a couple of less expensive options with

you.”

» “Here is what we can do.”

The general rule here is to answer the question, “What can you
do to address the customer’s agenda?” And even if the answer is “not
much,” use language that is sympathetic to the customer’s interests.
Make that your policy, and you will have many fewer confrontations.

Less Is Often More

Nearly everyone who works with the public can share experiences
with challenging or annoying customers. Almost none of them will
ever tell you that they helped cause the problem. But rest assured,
many customer reactions are triggered by things we say with the very
best of intentions.

There is much more to your interactions than your words, of
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course. We have all had the experience of dealing with service employ-
ees who act bored, won’t take action, or speak to us in a tone of voice
that could curdle milk. But more often than not, the situations that
upset us the most as customers ourselves happen when someone
speaks to us with the voice of a boss, a parent, or a critical teacher, and
not as an ally.

Here is a simple test: If customers often become angrier when you
talk to them, instead of less angry, there is a good chance your own
language could use a checkup. Write down the things you normally
say to customers, check them against the list of common trigger
phrases in this chapter, and see what you can start cutting out of your
script. When it comes to your own very worst customer service situa-
tions, you will find that what you stop saying is often as important as
what you do say.

PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE

1. A customer’s child is running amok in your store, pulling mer-
chandise off the shelves and throwing it around. What do you say
to the parent?

2. A customer finally gets to the front of a line, but it turns out to
be the wrong one. Now you have to tell him that he must wait in
yet another long line. What can you say that won’t make this per-
son angry?
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3. A customer is angrily complaining that his new digital camera
doesn’t work. As he demonstrates the problem, it is clear that he
is pressing the wrong button to try to turn it on. What do you
first say to him?

4. A woman is talking loudly on her cell phone in the dining room
of the golf club where you work. This is against the rules of the
club, and other people are complaining. How can you “educate”
this person without being insulting?
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CHAPTER 5

Divide and Conquer:
The Safe Way to
Deliver Bad News

WHY IS IT SO HARD to give people bad news?

Perhaps it’s because we were all children once. Most of us learned
the hard way that unhappy consequences often followed when we said,
“Dad, I have some bad news to tell you.” And too often, we experience
similar results as grown-ups when we say the same kinds of things to
our customers. Especially when they are our most difficult customers.

So what do we do when we really must tell people things they
don’t want to hear? Blurt it out and then duck? Beat around the bush?
Bring in a supervisor? The urge to avoid delivering bad news is so
strong that some human resources professionals have been known to
deliver an entire termination interview without the person realizing
they had been fired! And for those of us on the front lines of customer
service, it is even harder.

Psychotherapists know that the best way to expose people to bad
news is gently, in stages, with lots of empathy and support. They refer
to this approach as systematic desensitization. This is similar to how
they help people get over fears and phobias, by easing them into diffi-
cult situations. People handle bad news better when they are given the
time and space to process a difficult message, and the person deliver-
ing the message listens and responds well.

51
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In this chapter, we show you how to deliver bad news to customers
by dividing your message into three distinct phases: an introduction
that prepares the listener to hear something important, a summary
that uses an appropriate level of detail to move the customer toward a
solution, and an empathetic response to anything a customer might
throw back at you. This three-step process will not only make your
customer feel better, but will help you walk safely and confidently into
discussions that most of us dread.

Step 1: A Good Introduction That Prepares
the Customer

Let’s get one thing out of the way right up front: The worst thing to
say first when you are delivering bad news is the bad news.

This may sound a little disingenuous. It isn’t. Linguistically and
emotionally, blurting out the bad news first is the equivalent of throw-
ing a cold, dead fish in someone’s face. When people feel shocked or
confronted by something they were not expecting, they react with
anger. And far too often, they take that anger out on you.

If there is one guiding principle to telling people things they do
not want to hear, it is: Give the bad news second. Not third or fourth
or fifth; that is beating around the bush. Instead, use an appropriate
introduction that prepares the customer to hear something important
while you position yourself as an ally.

There is no one all-purpose introduction. The exact content of
your introduction will vary according to the situation you are in and
its importance to the customer. Here are some examples of good ones:

» The walkthrough: Offer to explain or walk through the situa-
tion with someone. For example, if a customer’s product has broken
and the warranty has expired, start by briefly recapping its terms. “Let
me walk you through the warranty coverage. All parts and labor are
covered for ninety days, and major components are covered for one
year. Since you have had this equipment for fifteen months, let’s go
over some other alternatives.”
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» The acknowledgment: Start with a customer’s likely con-
cern. For instance, if someone urgently wanted something finished on
time and it is going to be late, start by acknowledging this urgency: “I
realize it was very important to you to receive this on schedule, so I
want to make you aware of what has happened here.”

» Getting serious: Start the conversation by acknowledging the
gravity of it, both to focus the customer’s attention and to make the
customer aware that you are about to convey something important: “I
have some difficult news about our project that I need to share with
you. Could we sit down somewhere to discuss this?”

In each of these cases, your introduction serves two important
purposes. First, it gives the customer the time and space to prepare
for hearing the bad news. Second, it shifts the focus from you, the
messenger, to the issue itself, while helping the customer see you as
someone who can help.

Good introductions take time and practice, but they are a critical
step in defusing bad news. For example, picture someone who is rush-
ing up to the gate of a canceled flight at the airport. Compare these
two responses:

No introduction: Sorry, your flight was canceled.

Good introduction: I need to let you know about an important
change in your travel plans. You were scheduled to leave on the
6:15 flight tonight, and then connect in Minneapolis. We are
going to need to reschedule your flights, and I want to go over
some options with you.

In the first case, there is a good chance the customer will erupt at
you, perhaps wondering why she wasn’t told sooner or demanding to
know why the flight was canceled, or railing against your airline in
general. All because of the shock value of discovering abruptly that
her flight wasn’t leaving. With a good introduction, there is a much
better chance that cooler heads will prevail, and the two of you will
engage in productive dialogue and problem solving.

American Managememt Association ¢ www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

TOOLS FOR DEFUSING A CUSTOMER CRISIS

Delivering the Worst Kind of News

What if the bad news you have to deliver goes far beyond a typical
customer problem? People in such professions as police work, health
care, or the ministry are often the “first notifiers” who need to inform
people about serious situations such as a violent crime, a terminal ill-
ness, or some other tragedy.

Dr. Nancy Davis, formerly chief of counseling services for the FBI's
own Employee Assistance Unit, has produced training materials, includ-
ing a video, for delivering the very worst kind of news: death notifica-
tions. She outlines a process similar to what is described in this chapter:
an introduction designed to prepare someone for the bad news; a frank
summary that gets to the point and avoids euphemisms (for example,
saying, “Your husband has died,” instead of, “He didn’t make it"); and,
above all, presence and compassion.

As a principal narrator in the video, FBI chaplain Dennis Hayes
points out that the wrong approach to delivering a death notice can
significantly increase the trauma of the event. Here is some of his
advice:

» Use a team approach when possible, but choose one spokes-
person.

» Never deliver bad news on the doorstep of someone’s home;
ask permission to come inside and talk.

» Prepare the survivor by saying, “I have some disturbing news
for you. Are there any family members you would like to have
join us first?” Then ask the person to sit down, which allows a
moment to prepare for the news.

» Once you have shared the bad news, stop talking and let the
other person process what has happened. Be prepared for a
range of emotional responses, do not be judgmental, and
respond with compassion.
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» Don't use platitudes, such as saying a death is “God’s will,” and
never tell a child that he or she is now “the man or woman of

the house.”

Adapted from Dr. Nancy Davis, “Death Notification Training Video,” http://
drnancydavis.com/home/death-notification-training-video

Step 2: A Proactive Summary That Moves the
Customer Toward a Solution

What was the one thing you remember most about getting bad news
yourself as a customer? In all likelihood, you remember a lot of stony
silence from the person delivering the message. People tend to say as
little as possible when they are delivering difficult news, and in the
process, many of them come off like robots. This then leads many of
their worst customers to get upset and try to force them to care.

There are times when silence is a good thing. For example, the
previous sidebar just discussed the importance of stopping and giving
people time to react when sharing tragic news such as the death of a
loved one. But for less serious situations, we often have the opposite
problem: We clam up and retreat to a silence that is perceived as rude-
ness and indifference.

In reality, most of us aren’t trying to be rude at all. Instead, we are
simply moving away from the pain of the situation, like a child pulling
his hand away from a hot stove. But when you learn to move toward
the pain, everything changes. So step two of delivering bad news is to
give a proactive summary that moves the customer toward a solution.

As the name implies, a proactive summary is information you vol-
unteer to help the customer. Good proactive summaries have two
components, details and options.

Details

Details help give the situation context. More important, they show
interest in the customer. And within limits, the more detail you give,
the better.
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Details are not the same as excuses. Most customers will stiffen up
and push back if you try to defend yourself, because no one cares
whether something is your fault or not; they only care about their own
agenda. But when you take the time to let them know what happened,
they generally appreciate it. Compare these two responses:

Not so good: I would have installed your oven today if I could have,
but the delivery guy was late. Wasn’t our fault.

Better: We have a team of people involved in installation like this.
"Today was a rare situation where one person on the team was held
up somewhere else, and we couldn’t make all of our deliveries. I
apologize for that. Let’s see what we can do to take care of this for
you as soon as possible.

Options

Options are even more important. Customers, especially difficult
ones, are focused on, “What’s in it for me?” So ideally, your discus-
sion will close with options that benefit the customer.

Behind this obvious statement is a less obvious truth: The act of
offering options is often as important as the options themselves. Peo-
ple frequently hold back from saying anything because they are afraid
that what they can offer won’t be good enough, or that a customer
will get upset. In reality, being proactive with other alternatives usu-
ally makes things much better, as long as you are frank and construc-
tive.

Imagine that someone checks into your hotel late at night,
announces that he is starving, and your only restaurant just closed.
This person’s only options are a dingy pizza parlor three blocks away
or driving to another all-night restaurant. Compare these two
responses:

Not so good: I'm sorry, sir, our restaurant just closed.

Better: Since you are starving, and our own restaurant just closed, I'd
like to suggest a couple of other options. First, there is Dingy
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Pizza. It is kind of a well-worn local eating place—it serves mainly
pizza—but it is the closest restaurant that will still be open at this
hour. If you would like a nicer place, I do have a couple of other
suggestions within driving distance.

Just the fact that you are offering options serves an important pur-
pose. It implies that the customer has a choice, and giving people
choices is one of the more important ways of making bad news palat-
able to them. It also opens rather than closes dialogue. For example, if
you tell this hungry customer, “You’ll have to go somewhere else
tonight,” you are choosing words that shut down the discussion, and
customers will often push back against that. Options, by comparison,
represent the shortest path between you and a solution.

Notice also that giving a good proactive summary does not mean
sugarcoating the news. In fact, as long as you acknowledge the other
person, honesty is generally a good thing. It connects you and the
customer, and focuses both of you on finding the best solution.

A proactive summary that provides good details and good options
will set you far apart from most people who deal with the public.
Think of all the times clerks have simply dumped the problem back
into your lap, saying something like, “Sorry, you’ll have to wait,”
“We’re sold out,” or “Your warranty expired.” When you take the
time to craft a detailed, helpful explanation, you make it easier for
them to absorb bad news without overreacting to it.

Step 3: An Empathetic Response to the
Customer’s Reactions

Once you give a good introduction and a proactive summary, it is the
customer’s turn to respond. If you have done a good job, the customer
will hopefully react to the situation and not to you personally. Either
way, you are going to hear the customer’s side of how your bad news
affects that person.

Your reactions to these statements are the crucial final step in
delivering bad news. Sadly, most of us focus on ourselves, not the
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customer. We say things that are defensive, minimize the conse-
quences, or attempt to “bring the customer back to reality.” And none
of this ever works.

Instead, acknowledge the customer’s situation and mirror the cus-
tomer’s emotions by responding with empathy. Then use this empa-
thy to link the customer with the best solutions you can. Compare our
usual self-focused responses with empathetic ones:

Customer: This repair is going to cost me a fortune!

Self-focused response: We try to keep the costs of these repairs rea-
sonable. And besides, this repair will be guaranteed for two years.

Empathetic response: You're right, this is a lot of money! No one
ever wants to have to replace a transmission.

Customer: I can’t believe you ran out of full-size cars, and I'm going
to have to squeeze into a subcompact.

Self-focused response: Unfortunately, we can’t always predict the
demand for rental cars. Next time, you might want to make a
reservation.

Empathetic response: I don’t blame you at all for being annoyed
about this. I prefer big, comfortable cars myself.

Customer: Your delays have held up this entire project.

Self-focused response: Sir, you have to understand that there were a
lot of factors beyond our control.

Empathetic response: Absolutely they have! I realize that you were
hoping to get this project completed last month.

These self-focused responses have two things in common: They
are all technically correct, and they all make you sound conceited and
indifferent because you haven’t responded to a single feeling the cus-
tomer expressed. By contrast, the empathetic responses all mirror
exactly how the customer sees the world and defuses the customer’s

hostility.
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The reason most of us do not use empathetic responses is simple:
They make us feel like we are coming dangerously close to agreeing
with the complaints and will thereby get ourselves in trouble. In real-
ity, honoring a client’s perspective almost always causes less trouble,
while defending ourselves or our policies usually creates more trouble.
This is one case where the long way around is truly the shortest way
home: Move toward your customers every time they open their
mouths, and their tension will usually melt away.

Be Prepared for Anything

One day back in my corporate career, | was pulled abruptly out of a
meeting by an ashen-faced technical support agent. Something terrible
had just happened with one of her customers, and she wanted me to
call him about it. The customer had shipped the agent his computer so
she could do a complex software installation for him, and because of a
communications mix-up, our IT department mistook it for one of our
own incoming computers and erased everything on its hard drive.

As the agent, the customer’s account manager, and | huddled in
my office, we did two things to help make this call go better. First, the
account manager and | shared stories about customer situations that
had gone wrong for us in the past to help everyone relax. Second, |
went over what | would say on the call: my introduction, a clear descrip-
tion of what had happened, an unequivocal apology that took owner-
ship of the situation, good assessment questions, and a game plan for
service recovery. | suggested that we all view this situation as a lab
exercise for handling a difficult situation and getting through it.

As the others held their breath, | made the call, launched into my
planned dialogue, and waited for the customer’s response. His reply?
“Ah, there was nothing important on that computer anyway. No big
deal.”

The other two people let their breath out once it became clear that
the customer wasn't going to get angry. And | was relaxed either way
because | knew exactly what | would say and do no matter how the
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customer responded. The moral of this story? With the right skills and
preparation, you, too, can view calls like these as “another day at the
office.”

Most of the time, delivering bad news effectively is as simple as
following these three steps. But they all take practice; good introduc-
tions, proactive summaries, and empathetic responses rarely come to
us in the heat of the moment. When you create, edit, and refine state-
ments that work best with your own difficult messages, and then teach
these statements to everyone on your team, the difference in how cus-
tomers react, and in how confident you feel with customers, will truly
amaze you.

PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE
1. Someone is trying to return a broken laptop to your store for a
refund. The screen is cracked, there is a muddy footprint on it, and
it is clear that the customer caused the damage. What might be a
good way to begin your response?

2. What kind of explanation might you give about refusing him a
refund?
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3. The customer responds by complaining how expensive laptops
are, and wondering why a big, profitable chain like yours can’t just
take this computer back. How would you reply?

4. What options might you offer this customer to try to make the
best of the situation?

American Managememt Association ¢ www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

CHAPTER 6

Powerful Problem
Solving: Beyond
“Yes We Can’ and
“*No We Can't”

EVERY CRISIS HAS ITS ROOTS in an unsolved problem. Thus far in
this book, we have focused on ways to help a difficult customer feel
heard and understood. But that is not enough. At some point, the
discussion must shift to the heavy lifting of solving the customer’s
problem.

When customers confront us, our natural instinct is often to
respond with our agenda, which in turn leads them to push back with
their agenda. Or we may desperately throw out solutions and hope
they will accept them. Sometimes this approach works, but often it
leads to frayed tempers and escalating demands.

In this chapter, we outline a better way: a systematic, four-step
approach for problem solving that involves clarifying the customer’s
needs, framing your response around those needs, creating incentives
for a mutual solution, and responding to objections. In the process,
you will learn that negotiating a solution, even with a very difficult
customer, has a structure you can learn and follow.

62
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Step 1: Clarify the Other Person’s Needs

Try an experiment the next time you are out shopping: Listen to cus-
tomers trying to get service. Any customers, in any situations. Pay
particular attention to what the people who work at the stores say in
response.

"The vast majority of the time, you will hear a dialogue that goes
something like this:

Customer: I want X.
Employee: We can’t do X. We can do Y instead.
Customer: But I want X.

Employee: Here’s why we can’t do X.

Most of the time, no one is being rude here. However, both par-
ties are talking past each other. Neither is saying anything that speaks
to the other’s agenda. The customer focuses on what he or she wants,
and the employee is locked in on what the store can (or often can’t)
do.

Most of the time, this dialogue works: The customer settles for Y
and walks away. However, this approach is all but guaranteed to blow
up in your face with your most difficult customers, and your most
difficult situations, for one simple reason: The customer feels unheard.
It isn’t just that you can’t do what the customer wants—it’s that you
have responded, with the best of intentions, in a way that sounds like
you aren’t listening and don’t care.

Here is how you can short-circuit this process: Clarify what they
want. Take what they want and play it right back to them:

Customer: I demand the moon and the stars.

You: Of course. You are really frustrated, and you want the moon and
the stars.

Have you agreed to give this customer the moon and the stars?
Not yet. Maybe not ever. But first, you have told this customer that
you heard his demands, his thoughts, and his feelings.
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Here you can use any or all of the acknowledgment techniques we
discussed in Chapters 2 through 5. The important thing is to clarify
what customers are looking for and let them hear that first. That way
you score a victory no matter what happens: Whether you can grant
their wishes or not, they know you heard them. Then you are ready
to move on to the negotiating phase.

Step 2: Frame Your Response

Now we get to the fun part: responding with what we can or cannot
do.

If the answer is yes, you can do what the customer wants, of course
this part is easy. And if the customer is a reasonable person who will
accept pretty much whatever you say, this part is also easy. But when
you can’t give difficult customers what they want, we normally take
one of three common stances:

1. We simply say no to them: “I’m sorry, sir, but this is a fine
restaurant. We cannot make you a hot dog.”

2. We try to “educate” them about why they shouldn’t want what
they want: “If you had read all 15 pages of your service
contract, sir, you would know that we do not cover damage

caused by lightning.”

3. We try to convince them the problem is somehow their fault:
“Sir, you can’t expect to get a full refund when you have
already worn these pants for three weeks.”

The result of any of these three approaches? For most people,
predictable unhappiness. And with our very worst customers, you had
better bring your flameproof suit. But there is another approach,
which leads us to what is perhaps the cardinal principle of effective
problem solving: Lead with what you czn do, not what you can’t do.

Take the customer’s needs, think about what you can acknowledge
and what you can do, and leave the word can’t far out of the discussion.

You see, human nature always pulls us to focus on what we cannot
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do, so much so that it feels really funny to suggest a smaller thing we
can do in response to a big customer demand. But because people
process the words they hear before they process the meaning of the
words, linguistics are much more important here than you realize.
People respond much more positively to you when you use the lan-
guage of an ally.

Here is an example with a patient who is demanding to be seen
quickly by a physician:

Customer: I want this appointment as soon as possible. The waiting
is killing me!

Not-so-good response: I'm afraid we are booking appointments a
month from now at this point. That is the best we can do, unless
we get a cancellation.

Better response: I don’t blame you for not wanting to wait. I'll tell
you what we can do: Even though it is about a four-week wait at
this point, I would like to put you on the cancellation list to see if
we can possibly get you in sooner.

See the difference language makes? In the first case, you are hand-
ing the patient a challenge; in the second, a small victory. More
important, you are packaging the same outcome in a way that honors
the interests of the customer.

Here is an easy-to-remember template for framing your solution
around a customer’s need: “Because you [insert the customer’s
agenda, whatever it is], I [insert what you can do, whatever it is].”

This language links what the customer wants to what you can pro-
vide. Make no mistake, the solution you offer is very important. At the
same time, the act of linking this solution to the customer is often
equally important. Compare these responses:

Customer: My flights have been delayed all afternoon. I demand an
upgrade to first class!
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Not-so-good response: I'm sorry, ma’am. Lots of people are in your
situation today. You are still going to have to stand by like every-
one else.

Better response: Because you had such a bad experience, I'm going
to put you on the standby list for an upgrade.

Every difficult customer, and every difficult customer situation,
ultimately has its roots in an agenda. This agenda may be spoken or
unspoken. It may be reasonable or unreasonable. Either way, once you
learn to understand the agenda, acknowledge it, and honor it in your
response, you have your very best chance of solving things peacefully.

Yes, We Can Do the Impossible—for a Fee!

One of the great things about managing a call center is the ability to
monitor phone calls and see how people are doing. One day, | listened
in on a really tough call. A man had never been trained to use our
complex software, and as a result he had made a mistake that was
going to cost him hours of extra work to fix.

He was not happy about this. In fact, he felt that this was somehow
our fault and was demanding that we fly someone to Chicago the next
day to “fix everything.” When the agent handling the call politely tried
to defer this, the customer demanded to speak with his boss—me. And
I was more than happy to oblige, because it was a good learning
moment for how to negotiate with a demanding but utterly wrong
customer. Here were the three steps | followed:

1. Offer to help. | did not start with a defensive posture. Rather, |
opened the conversation by politely using his name and asking what |
could do to help him.

2. Focus on possibilities. When he predictably complained about
our software and demanded that we fly someone to Chicago, | immedi-
ately replied, “We would be happy to do that for you. You should be
aware that there is a lead time of three weeks for a site visit, and it costs
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about $3,000.” When he retorted that he did not want to spend $3,000,
| was right there with him again. “Of course you don’t want to spend
that kind of money. So let's see what we can do to help you for free,
right here on the phone.”

3. Sell the benefits. | did not tell this person that he should have
gotten training—even though | would be completely right in saying so.
That would accomplish nothing but tick off an already angry person.
Instead, | focused on what a training intervention would do for him,
now that he was already using our system, and he listened.

The results? | never said no to him. | never criticized him for being
untrained. | did not fly anyone to Chicago. And my team got to observe
a good example of defusing a very demanding customer.

Step 3: Create Incentives

Perhaps the most important step of the problem-solving process is to
take your best solution and make it as attractive as possible for the
customer. This will give you your very best chance of having this indi-
vidual leave peacefully—and, hopefully, satisfied.

You may be thinking, “This is all well and good if you can some-
how still make the customer happy. But what if your only options are
not going to make that person happy at all?”

Let’s look at a friend of mine who was a campus police officer.
One of her jobs was to take rowdy patrons at sporting events and kick
them out of the arena. Not a lot of happiness there, right? But she
could do it skillfully (and peacefully) by framing the situation as one
that would still benefit the other person. Here is how she did it:

“Look, I know you’re here to have a good time. However, I am
going to need you to leave for yelling obscenities. If you leave willingly
you’ll preserve your dignity and be able to come back and enjoy games
in the future. I would much prefer that over having you arrested and
banned for the season. OK? Why don’t we walk out together and
make it a good night.”

Now, hopefully, your own negotiations don’t involve asking peo-
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ple to leave with a Taser at the ready. But you can still do exactly what
my friend did: Create an incentive for the other person to accept your
solution. Here are some ways you can make this happen in your cus-
tomer service situations:

Let Them Know They Are OK

If cops can make lawbreakers feel like reasonable people, you can do
the same thing with your most demanding customers. Acknowledge
the fact that most of us want whatever we can get, and want situations
to go in our favor, and the other person is much more likely to listen
to you. For instance: “Everyone wants the best deal possible.”

Contrast the Alternatives

Difficult customers often have a mindset that if they don’t get exactly
what they had in mind, they won’t “win.” So your job here is to frame
your best solution as the one that will help them the most. For exam-
ple, “This discount is better than what we usually offer people.”

Paint a Better Future

Link your solution to a better experience in the future, and it will feel
more like a victory to the customer. For example, “Next time you
come to our restaurant, we can work with you to create a meal you
will like better.”

At the end of the day, all of us want to feel like it is all about us.
Frame your solutions in terms of WIIFM—what’s in it for me—and
they will be much more likely to succeed.

Step 4: Respond to Objections

What happens when you acknowledge what customers want, make
your very best offer, frame it to their interests—and they reply that it
is totally unacceptable?

It would be delightful if upset customers would always simply
accept what we propose and then walk away peacefully. Unfortunately,
it does not always work that way. This is why they are difficult custom-
ers, right?

When customers object to our best offer, too many of us make a
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critical mistake: We start defending ourselves, restating our policies,
or telling people why they should feel differently. All of these
approaches have precisely the same effect: They make the customer
even angrier.

Instead, continue to live where they live. Play their objections back
to them. Hear them. Feel them. Accept how important they are for
them. Then use these two transitional phrases to bring them back to
earth: “I wish . . .”” and “Even though . . .” For example:

“I realize you wanted to have this replaced for free. I wish I could
do that. Even though I can’t, I am still willing to offer you a discount.”

These phrases move the conversation back from their problems to
your solutions and offer customers at least a small victory while still
maintaining your boundaries.

From there, a simple technique will often bring this standoff to a
close. As you patiently acknowledge the customer’s dissatisfaction and
restate your best offer, be prepared to repeat this three times. After
pushing back twice against your offer, a customer will usually realize
by the third time that you are serious and stop pushing. So keep your
cool, patiently restate your position three times, and most of these
situations will be resolved.

A New Way to Solve Problems

You may not realize you are doing this, but the vast majority of the
time, most of us respond to pressure and unrealistic demands by trying
to somehow paint the customer as “wrong.” Here, we propose a very
different approach for solving problems: Accept the customer’s per-
spective, and then use language that approaches what the customer
wants as best you can. This strategy gives you your very best chance
of resolving the problem while keeping your boundaries intact.

If simply changing a few words could substantially lower the
amount of pressure you feel, and the level of concessions you eventu-
ally make, would you do it? When you offer solution-focused
responses that show you hear customers and want to do the best you
can for them, they are much more likely to accept your solutions. Try
it, and the process of negotiation will seem much less onerous to you.
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PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE

1. Your valet parking attendant just dented a customer’s expensive
car. The owner is demanding a brand new car, claiming that you
“ruined” it and that it will never be right again. How do you
respond?

2. A customer is complaining that he and his family were forced to
sit in front of several loud, drunken fans at your ballpark, and is
demanding a refund of everyone’s tickets. You have a no-refund
policy. What would you say in response to his demands for a
refund?

3. Someone insists on cutting ahead of a long line because she is
in a rush. What could you say to her?
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4. A young man was ordered to leave your store after shouting
and cursing at your employees when he was refused a refund.
Now his mother, who has only heard his side of the story, has
come in demanding a formal apology. How might you first address
her?
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CHAPTER

Reframing Your
Message

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN, “I'm sorry, sir, you’ll have to
hold to speak to someone,” and, “I can connect you to the right per-
son, and it should be just a short wait”? Words, and nothing more.
More often than you think, when a customer situation goes south, the
reasons are often as simple as the words you chose.

When customers are not happy, language is often the sugar that
helps the medicine taste better. Used properly, the right words can
make situations sound reasonable, options seem more palatable, and
warring parties become allies. They can encapsulate good intentions
and customer benefits. Above all, they can calm people down.

In this chapter, we explore the art and science of reframing: choos-
ing words that defuse situations and make solutions more attractive.
Good reframing is not disingenuous, like the real estate agent who
describes a small, dumpy apartment as “cozy.” Rather, it puts situa-
tions in a context that helps people make rational and often face-saving
choices, particularly in a customer crisis. Here we will explore the
good and bad uses of reframing, and how to use it for common diffi-
cult customer situations.

How Reframing Works

In the United States, most people would rather call just about anyone
but the Internal Revenue Service. So when, after filing my tax return
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one year, I discovered I had made a mistake on it, I was not happy
about contacting them. But when I did, the agent said something that
put me immediately at ease: “Yes, this is an error, and you will proba-
bly have to file an amended return and pay a small penalty. But it
won’t be a life-changing situation. You’ll be fine.”

Small penalty. Not life-changing. I'll be fine. These thoughtfully
chosen words added context to a scary situation in a way that calmed
me down. They sounded infinitely better than scary-sounding words
like, “We will need to investigate this error and determine its serious-
ness.” Above all, they motivated me to fix my mistake and pay my
proper taxes without argument.

"This is the essence of reframing: using language to increase posi-
tive emotions and decrease negative ones. Marriage and family thera-
pists, who originally coined the term decades ago, use reframing as an
integral part of therapy. They use it to make it easier for people to
talk about scary feelings, open up to each other, and grow and change.
Think, for example, of a couple who are always arguing. A good thera-
pist would frame this as a sign that they both care about what they are
discussing and would work with that.

With customers, reframing can be used to lessen the impact of
an unpleasant situation, make the customer feel better, or make your
solutions more palatable. Here are some examples:

Not-so-good response: You will have to pay a penalty because your
payment was late.

Better response: There is a small fee for payments that arrive after

the fifteenth of the month.

Not-so-good response: You shouldn’t have parked here. It is a no-
parking zone.

Better response: People often try to park here without reading the
signs. Let me show you the closest place where you can park
legally.

Not-so-good response: We can’t get you on a connecting flight until
tomorrow.
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Better response: We can put you on an overnight connection that
will get you home twelve hours from now.

In each of these cases, you aren’t simply sugarcoating the news
(that is, minimizing it in a way that the customer can easily see
through). Rather, you are framing these situations around the custom-
er’s interests in a way that makes them easier to accept. The key differ-
ence is that reframing is primarily intended to benefit the customer
rather than to talk the customer into something.

So how do you reframe things yourself, particularly in the middle
of a developing customer situation? There are three key principles
behind the mechanics of reframing.

Normalizing

This term, originally used in mathematics, means to compare things
to a norm. With customers, it means describing a situation that is
unusual for them as being more common or normal than they think.
Here are some examples:

Situation: A customer’s luggage is lost.
Normalized situation: *'Bags often get delayed, and they almost
always show up within twenty-four hours.”

Situation: A customer is clueless about how to use a computer.

Normalized situation: ''Lots of people find it intimidating to use a
computer for the first time. We have some good resources
for people who are just getting started.”

Situation: A customer is behaving disruptively.
Normalized situation: *'People often get upset when things like
this happen. | would like to help you. Can we talk about this?"

Relative Value

This form of reframing revolves around using words to make a situa-
tion sound better. Here a delay becomes a short wait, a week becomes
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seven days, and a fine becomes a small fee. This works best when the
comparison is credible (you don’t, for example, want to call a two-
month wait “short”) and the intention is to make the customer feel
better.

Context Framing

Here, you are putting things in a broader context to make them sound
better, such as how you normally handle this situation, what a cus-
tomer can expect, or what you can do. For instance:

Situation: Your hospital is running at capacity, and there is a wait
for beds.

Context framing: '‘Our normal time frame for admitting your
mother during peak periods like this should be about four to
six hours. Here is what we can do to make her comfortable in
the meantime.”

Situation: A customer is upset because she just flunked her
driving examination.

Context framing: *“When people need to take the exam over, we
can reschedule it as soon as a week later.”

Situation: Someone who just checked in at your hotel is afraid to
use the elevator, you are booked solid, and the guest’s room
is on the tenth floor.

Context framing: **We often send a bellman to ride with people
who don’t like being alone on elevators. Would you like to
have me call for someone?”’

In each of these cases, things work best when you prepare in
advance for how you describe your most common situations. Either
way, when you try to see things through the eyes of customers, you
can often find a hook that gives them hope, saves face, or helps them
teel understood. If you do it well, you can often make a real change in
a customer’s perceptions with the words you choose.
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How to See People Differently? Take a Seat

You can also reframe your own perceptions of customers themselves,
using a simple technique from psychotherapy. The “empty chair” tech-
nique, a fundamental part of Gestalt therapy, is used to help people
develop insight and perspective about other people. Here is how it
works:

»  First, sit across from an empty chair. Imagine that a person you
don't like, such as one of your most frustrating customers, is
sitting in this chair.

» Tell the person in the empty chair exactly what you are
thinking about him or her. Don't hold anything back.

» Now get up, sit in the empty chair, and respond as you imagine
the other person would respond.

Amazing things can happen when you physically and verbally take on
other people’s perspectives. You may see their pains, their frustrations,
their sides of the story. More important, you learn to describe those
people in their voice, using their language. For example, someone you
call a “control freak” becomes detail-oriented, a “drama queen” is
someone who is often anxious and in need of reassurance, and a
“hostile jerk” suddenly turns into someone who may feel voiceless,
powerless, or concerned about how his children are being treated.

After you do this exercise (which you can easily do in your head),
start using the other person’s language to describe her and think about
her in the future. Then see what it does for your own ability to engage
people in productive dialogue and problem solving.

When Reframing Is a Bad Idea

As powertful as it is, reframing must be used with caution. Why?
Because there is often a thin line between making a difficult customer
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feel better and BS-ing that person. As a general rule, this approach
can be very useful as long as you don’t push it too far.

Perhaps the most important tool in reframing properly is your gut.
Listen to what you say through the ears of your customers—especially
difficult ones—and then think through how they would react. Here
are three situations you need to avoid when reframing:

Sounding Insincere

A little reframing is almost always socially acceptable, but too much
of it can make you look foolish. For instance, trying to make an out-
rageously long delay seem normal, or a particularly bad service experi-
ence seem common, can make you seem out of touch instead of

helpful.

Minimizing the Customer’s Concerns

As a rule, reframing is meant to minimize your agenda, not the cus-
tomer’s. So although it is OK to, say, refer to stupid customer behav-
ior as “a common situation,” or your penalties as “a small surcharge,”
you should never refer to a customer’s stated concerns as “a minor
inconvenience” or a “slight problem.” (In fact, as we discussed in
Chapter 2, it is usually best to lean into customers’ agendas and mirror
their emotions.)

Being Untruthful

When reframing crosses the line from optimism to dishonesty, you
risk losing the trust of your customer—or losing your customer,
period.

Ultimately, reframing is a lot like acting: It works best when peo-
ple are not explicitly aware you are doing it. Using gentle, nonthreat-
ening, benefit-oriented speech will normally help you as long as you
keep it within appropriate boundaries. In time, the habit of using these
patterns of speaking can become an easy and natural part of who you
are.
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Our Client Caused an Accident? Get in Line

Once | was involved in a serious auto accident. | was stopped at a red
light, in my brand new car, when a large truck plowed into the back of
my car without stopping. Thankfully, | was not hurt badly, but it was a
frightening experience.

A couple of hours later | was sitting in an auto body repair shop
with a splitting headache and my new car crumpled like an accordion,
talking on my cell phone with the truck driver’s insurance company.
When | finally got through to the claims department, the snippy person
on the other end of the line said something like this:

“Sir, you have to understand that we have a large backlog of people
with claims, and they all want their cars fixed as badly as you do. You
are going to have to wait at least three days before anyone can get
back to you about this.”

It is a good thing | specialize in strength-based communications,
because | was pretty close to saying some not-very-strength-based
things in response! But what really struck me in hindsight was how
unnecessary this person’s whole attitude was. Suppose she said:

“l am so sorry to hear that you have been in an accident. How are
you doing now? Obviously you want your car fixed as soon as possible,
so | am going to personally make sure that someone gets back in touch
with you within seventy-two hours.” (Note: Seventy-two hours is the
same thing as three days.)

By simply changing a few words around, this person would proba-
bly experience a lot less hostility from customers.

A New Perspective

Used well, reframing does much more than make difficult customers
feel better; it helps you see a situation differently. It focuses you on
solutions and lets you view customers through the same lenses they
use. And like any communications skill, it gets better with practice.
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Start using it as one of your regular tools and see how much it
improves your customer work.

PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE
1. You are going to arrive much later than expected for a plumb-
ing appointment. You know from experience that this customer
gets upset about everything. What could you say to lessen the
intensity of his reaction?

2. A season ticket holder of the professional football team you
work for is being informed that his seats are being moved to a
less desirable section so more luxury boxes can be built at your
stadium. How would you deliver this news?

3. You are telling one of the patients at your clinic that she has
been reported to a credit bureau for not paying her bill on time.
How would you word this?
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4. A customer is extremely loud and abrasive as she describes a
haircut she felt went badly at your salon. Your manager hears this
and rushes over. How would you explain the situation to the man-
ager?
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Grounding an
Angry Outburst

ANGER IS ONE OF OUR most powerful emotions. It is part of our sur-
vival instincts to defend ourselves and our loved ones against harm.
But when a customer uses anger against you, it is one of the most
uncomfortable experiences you will ever encounter in serving the
public.

It is also a nearly universal experience in customer service. Each
and every one of us has probably been an angry customer ourselves at
some point, and if you serve customers long enough, some of them
will be angry with you too. Yet it happens rarely enough that we are
often completely unprepared for it, and this in turn leads us to respond
counterproductively.

No one likes to be on the receiving end of an angry outburst. But
anger can be understood and managed in ways that ground its negative
energy and move both parties toward productive dialogue. In this chap-
ter, we outline a three-step process for lowering the heat: (1) choosing
the highest level of acknowledgment possible, (2) asking assessment
questions that “move toward the pain,” and (3) shifting the discussion
from blame to problem solving. Learn these steps and you will have
much more control in your very worst customer service situations.

Understanding Customer Anger

Many years ago, as I was wrapping up a training course with my own
call-center team, one agent described a customer who was so rude and
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foulmouthed that she had actually reduced a couple of our employees
to tears. Then, in one of the great ironies of my career, this same
customer called in the middle of this conversation. I bravely offered
to take the call, and soon people were gathered around my cubicle
watching Mr. Customer Service Training gasping for air under a tor-
rent of abusive language that would make a sailor blush.

"This was not a comfortable situation for me. It probably would
not have been comfortable for you either. Yet because I knew what to
say and what to do in these situations, within five minutes the cus-
tomer and I were talking rationally, and within ten minutes we left the
call as friends.

What happened in this call was typical of an interaction with a
very angry customer. She came into the transaction extremely frus-
trated and felt that the only way she would get what she wanted was
to intimidate me. So she started out by letting me have it with both
barrels.

At this point, most people would react by treating this person as
an enemy to be contained. They would set boundaries, tell the cus-
tomer to calm down, or perhaps not react at all. The customer would
then probably ramp up the assault, and the dance would continue until
both parties were exhausted and upset. This transaction would likely
end with one person winning and the other person losing.

"This approach usually creates exactly the opposite reactions from
what you want. When a customer’s anger triggers a negative reaction
from you, the customer attacks even harder to make sure you “get it.”
If such customers eventually win, they learn that this kind of behavior
works. If they lose, they probably believe they should have stood their
ground even more.

In my case, I responded the way I am about to teach you. I let her
know that I was hearing both the situation and her anger. I did not
judge her or her behavior. I asked questions designed to gather infor-
mation and calm her down at the same time. Then I framed possible
solutions around what she was looking for. As we went through this
process, the customer’s mood changed progressively from upset to
civil and productive, and we eventually reached a solution that let both
of us win.
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This is the kind of outcome I want you to have with your worst
customers. It was the result of a planned performance that worked as
expected. Let’s look at the steps that go into this performance and see
how to put it to work with your own angry customers.

Step 1: Use the Highest Acknowledgment
Level Possible

In Chapter 3, we talked about the “ladder of acknowledgment” and
its four levels: paraphrasing, observation, validation, and identifica-
tion. Most of the time, different customers and situations call for dif-
ferent levels of acknowledgment.

When a customer is enraged, however, this logic goes completely
out the window. There are many reasons why customers are unhappy,
but only one reason they become angry: They do not feel heard. They
feel voiceless and powerless, and respond by puffing themselves up
and confronting you until you pay attention to them. So you must
head straight for the highest level of the ladder you can: Either iden-
tify with them or at the very least validate them.

This means that the first step in calming down upset customers is
likely the very last thing you feel like doing: acknowledging them as
deeply and with as much gusto as possible. Here’s an example:

Customer: I am absolutely furious with this stupid product! This is
the third time it has broken down and I have had to come back!
What is the matter with you people?

Not-so-good response (defensive): Please calm down, sir!

Not-so-good response (paraphrasing): So your product broke
down again.

Not-so-good response (observation): I can see you are very angry.

Better response (identification): Wow, three times! That would
bother me too! Let’s take a closer look at this.

Customer: I tried to get a refund on this, and your clerk was so rude
to me! I am really upset right now.
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Not-so-good response (defensive): Well, ma’am, we do have a no-

refund policy.

Not-so-good response (paraphrasing): So you weren’t happy about
the way you were treated.

Not-so-good response (observation): This obviously bothered you.

Better response (validation): No one wants to feel disrespected, so I
am really glad you are letting me know. Please tell me more about
what happened.

See what a difference your response can make here? Here, your
level of acknowledgment (identification or validation), your language
(responding in detail), and your tone (matching the customer’s level
of urgency) all play a role in creating an effective response. Be right
there with the customers in their anger, no matter how much you
agree or disagree with them, and watch most of these situations start
to calm down.

Finally, do not underestimate the impact of your own feelings at
this stage. Anger from customers often feels frightening and inappro-
priate, particularly if they start out angry with no provocation from
you. Every fiber of your being will want to withdraw, fight back, or
defend yourself. And each of these self-protective behaviors will only
make the other person angrier. Your best defense? Learn and practice
what to say long before your next angry encounter, so that the right
words will be there when you need them.

The Vengeful Customer

After a dealer failed to fix his expensive imported sports car—
reportedly damaging it further in the process—a man in China subse-
quently felt he received no satisfaction from either the dealer or the
car's manufacturer. So he decided to take his frustrations out in public.
In front of a large crowd, with news cameras rolling to capture the
event, a hired crew of men in blue jumpsuits took sledgehammers to
the car and destroyed it.
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He is far from alone. A 2011 New York Times article described some-
one who wasn't happy about his wedding photographers’ missing the
last fifteen minutes of his ceremony and, according to this customer,
yelling at him when he called to complain about it. So he sued the
photographers to re-create the entire wedding ceremony, at a cost of
$48,000—despite the fact that he and his bride are now long divorced.
And even if these photographers win in court, they have lost: Their
legal bills have now topped $50,000, more than they would have paid
to settle the suit.

These are examples of people who flip the switch from being
unhappy customers to being vengeful ones. Others express their dis-
pleasure by creating anti-corporate websites or viral videos on YouTube,
or by launching class-action suits. Many businesses dismiss these cus-
tomers as simply being unappeasable. But it is rarely the case that you
have no control over their existence. Here are some common denomi-
nators you will often find among customers who fight back:

» They are reacting—sometimes overreacting—to a legiti-
mate grievance. One elderly woman became a folk hero of sorts by
going to her cable company and smashing its office equipment with a
hammer. This wasn’t a case of someone forgetting to take her Prozac;
she had repeatedly gotten nowhere requesting service and decided to
take matters into her own hands. And she was more than happy to be
interviewed about it afterward.

» You humiliated them. Most actions have an equal or greater
reaction. When one social networking site banned a prominent blogger
for twenty-four hours after she innocuously posted a picture that vio-
lated one of the site’s terms of service, she responded with a video of
how unreachable and bureaucratic this site was for all five thousand of
her fans to see.

» You simply didn’t care. One professor had a bad flight experi-
ence on a long international trip. He repeatedly contacted the airline
to complain and eventually received a response the airline itself later
acknowledged was “slow, impersonal and insufficiently candid.” He
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respondedby starting a consumer website that aired grievances about
this airline. It has existed for over fifteen years and gets up to thirty
thousand hits per month.

So how do you prevent customers from taking public action against
you? Here are some of the most important steps:

» Do the right thing first. Look at your business through the
eyes of your customers. If you have poor quality, insufficient redress
for problems, or labyrinthine refund policies, then your most difficult
customers will react the way you or | might—only more so.

» Drop the insincere corporatespeak. If you reply to customers
with stilted prose written by your lawyers or bean counters, such as,
“We regret that we are unable to offer you a refund,” then vengeful
customers are not a random accident—they are a likely occurrence. Be
open, honest, and informal about your boundaries and the reasons for
them, and most people will respect you.

» Reach out to your critics. Provide solutions, or at least face-
saving alternatives. Far too often, vengeful customers are reacting to
being ignored as much as they are to being wronged.

Step 2: Ask Assessment Questions

Think about the last time you dealt with the police. Hopefully not in
handcuffs, but rather the last time you suffered a break-in or auto
accident, or needed some other kind of assistance. What do you
remember most about that encounter?

When I ask audiences this question, most reply that the officer did
a good job of calming everyone down. At the same time, most never
really stopped to notice how they did this. The answer is that the offi-
cer probably did something good officers are trained to do: Ask good
questions.
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Good questions help turn an emotional situation into a factual
one. They are particularly powerful in situations with upset customers
because they move you toward the customer’s pain in a way that calms
the customer down. Most important, it is a necessary next step toward
troubleshooting the issue and shifting the discussion to problem
solving.

So when are you ready to stop acknowledging someone and start
asking good questions? As soon as the heat starts to drop, even a tiny
bit. If you have ever been in a situation where you felt you did every-
thing but stand on your head to help a customer who just got angrier,
chances are very good that you did not acknowledge that person
enough.

What are good questions to ask? Anything that moves you and
the customer toward a solution. And what are bad questions to ask?
Anything that challenges the customer or sounds insincere. Here are
some general guidelines.

Take a Learning Posture

People often feel that their job with difficult customers is to challenge
the customers’ perceptions. We ask them questions designed to con-
vince them that they didn’t read our directions, follow our rules, or
remember our policies. But to calm people down, you need to turn
this objective around 180 degrees and try to learn from them. Here
are some examples:

»  (Customer feels your product stinks.) ““Sounds like you had a
terrible experience. What kinds of things fell short for you
with this product?”

»  (Customer is furious after waiting on hold for a half hour.)
“That is a really long time! How did you get treated once
you finally got through? Were we able to take care of the
problem?”

»  (Customer is upset with how she was spoken to.) “I am so glad
you are sharing this with me. No one wants to feel talked
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down to. Would you be comfortable with sharing exactly what
our person said that made you feel disrespected?”

Ask them things like how they experienced the situation, what
they tried to do first, and what they feel should have happened. You
are not judging or agreeing at this stage—just putting yourself in their
shoes and gathering information.

Never Ask “Why?"

Questions that begin with “Why” are not really questions: They are
confrontations with question marks at the end of them. They never
favor the customer and never move you closer to a solution. Never ask
upset customers why they did or did not do something; instead,
explore how they feel and what they want.

Get Specific

The best questions gather data that move you toward a solution while
showing interest in the situation. This means that details are your
friend. When did this happen? How long were they waiting? What
kinds of things happened when they first tried to get help? The more
you know, the better. And the more you can respond appropriately to
this information (“Wow, that was a long wait”), better yet.

A more subtle point about good questions is that they put time
and space between you and the customer’s anger, allowing both sides
to calm down and negotiate a solution. Don’t just ask questions for the
sake of asking them—people can see through that. Good questions,
however, can be one of the best weapons in your arsenal for defusing
a bad situation.

Step 3: Shift the Discussion

Once you have acknowledged someone enough for the heat to drop,
and asked good questions to clarify the customer’s position, you can
now try to shift the discussion from anger to constructive problem
solving.
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Here you follow the same process outlined in Chapter 6: Clarify
what they want, respond with what you can do rather than what you
can’t do, create incentives for accepting your solution, and respond to
their objections. Here is an example of how this might play out with a
very angry customer, including the earlier steps of acknowledging and
asking good questions:

Customer: Tonight was our twenty-fifth anniversary, and this was the
most horrible meal we have ever had! The waiter was rude, the
food was cold, and it took more than an hour to serve us. We are
beyond upset right now.

You: (acknowledgment and good questions) Wow! I can’t believe that so
many things went wrong for you on such a special occasion. I feel
terrible about this, and I really appreciate your letting me know.
Could you tell me what you both ordered?

Customer: I had the porterhouse steak, and my wife had chicken cor-
don bleu. My steak was practically raw, and her chicken was so
cold that the cheese inside wasn’t even melted.

You: That is horrible! I am also concerned about how the waiter
treated you. Would you be comfortable sharing what went wrong
there?

Customer: You bet. When I confronted him about our dinners, he
muttered something about a new cook and disappeared on us.
Then when he came back and we asked him to take these dinners
off the bill, he had a bad attitude and told us we would have to talk
to the manager. So here we are.

You: (assess what they want) It sounds like practically nothing went
right here tonight, and on your twenty-fifth anniversary no less.
What could we do to make this right for you?

Customer: I'll be totally honest. This has ruined such an important
special occasion, I am thinking of seeking compensation in small
claims court and letting the local newspaper’s food reporter know
about this as well. I feel you people should be out of business.
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You: (acknowledge and respond with what you can do) If this were my
twenty-fifth anniversary, I would be that angry too. You have the
right to do whatever you feel you need to do. But since my name
is on this restaurant, I would love the chance to try again and give
you both the kind of evening you were planning on.

Customer: Well, you didn’t do a very good job this time. Plus I'm
probably getting your whole staff in trouble here.

You: (respond to objections and create incentives) Absolutely, we did fall
down tonight, and I want to apologize to both of you for that. And
of course I am going to talk to our team. Don’t worry, no heads
are going to roll, but moments like these help me teach people
how to do things the right way. So here is my proposal. Forget
tonight’s bill. Pick another date sometime this month, call me per-
sonally, and let us try again to create a very special evening for the
two of you. It will be on the house, and it will be our pleasure.

Customer: All right, then. We’ll think about it. Thank you for listen-
ing to us.

A lot of important things went on in this discussion. First, the
customer’s anger was heard and acknowledged. Second, the restaurant
owner showed an interest in the specifics of what happened. Third,
the owner focused on a solution. But what is just as important is what
didn’t happen in this discussion: There were no excuses, and there was
no defensiveness or pushback, even when the customer threatened the
manager. This manager avoided all of these things precisely because
none of it would have worked.

This is the heart and soul of defusing a difficult conflict. Keep
your focus on the customer, find the core of reasonableness in the
customer’s frustration, and work with the customer to co-create a sat-
isfactory solution. In this case, the manager has probably prevented a
court date and lots of bad publicity for the price of a couple of dinners.
And in the general case, skills like these will help you walk safely
into—and out of—your worst customer service situations.
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Your Secret Weapon: The LPFSA

When you are trying to keep someone from becoming upset and you
have few options to work with, one tool will often save the day: the
LPFSA.

The what?

The LPFSA: the Low Probability Face-Saving Alternative. It is an
option you offer the customer that (1) has a low probability of being
successful, but (2) addresses the customer’s agenda and allows him or
her to save face.

Does this sound disingenuous to you—or to the customer? Not as
much as you might think, as long as you frankly inform the customer
of its low probability up front.

A perfect example of the LPFSA came up a few years ago when |
went to a major league baseball park during a business trip. It was a
perfect Sunday afternoon: sunny, 70 degrees, Father's Day weekend,
and the home team was a game out of first place. | did not know it as |
pulled into the parking lot, but the game was sold out. Here is what |
was told when | went up to the ticket window:

“It's a beautiful day for baseball, and we would love to see you get
into the game today. Even though we are completely sold out, here is
what we would like to suggest. Our season ticket holders have a tradi-
tion of dropping off extra tickets they aren’t using at the gates, and if
we have any, we give these away for free. | can't make any guarantees,
especially this close to game time, but if you don't mind checking the
other gates, it would be great if we could still get you in.”

| checked at each gate: no extra tickets, but everyone was as polite
and helpful as the person at the ticket window. Eventually it struck me:
| had just spent twenty minutes circumnavigating the ballpark, a dis-
tance of several city blocks. | had no ticket to the game. | was walking
back to my car. And largely because of how | was treated (and, | found
out later, how this team’s employees were trained), | was not feeling
the least bit unhappy!
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Here are some other examples of an LPFSA in action:

» The doctor is booked solid, but you put patients on a list for
an earlier appointment if someone cancels.

» Someone gets a parking ticket, and you offer the option of
appealing it by mail.

» You offer to refer a situation to your manager for a decision.

Used properly, the LPFSA gives customers something of value for their
efforts—the hope of a possible solution. More important, it allows you
to use the language of an ally to calm them down.

Working in the Red Zone

Our natural reaction to a customer’s fury is to become frightened and
defensive. I want you to have a different reaction: confidence. When
you learn and use skills like these, you can truly defuse angry customer
situations with the skill of a bomb squad. This confidence, in turn, will
almost always carry over to your customer.

At the same time, know your limits. Communicating well in the
face of customer rage takes practice. You should also be aware that the
gravity of some situations will overwhelm even your best communica-
tions skills. For example, if I were to rush to the hospital after learning
my wife was in an accident and was told that I would have to wait for
visiting hours, there is nothing anyone could say that would keep
me—or most of us—from getting angry. There is no shame in calling
for help when you need it.

Chapter 19 examines what to do when situations truly start getting
out of hand. It covers important techniques ranging from calling for
backup to keeping yourself safe. But with the right skills, most of us
need never get to that point. Anger is something you and your entire
team can learn from, work with, and master—and when you do, the
benefits for you, your customers, and your career are incredible.
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PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE

1. You are a hospital administrator, and a mother is furious about
her son’s treatment: the delays, the pain, the lack of communica-
tion. How should you respond?

2. One of your home-remodeling clients calls, enraged that your
crew accidentally shattered a prized stained glass window at her
house. This situation was totally your fault. How do you respond?

3. A woman is very angry about her lawn mower breaking down
again. After you have asked a few questions, it is clear to you that
she is misusing it on terrain it was never intended for. Nonethe-
less, she feels the problem is your fault. What do you say?
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CHAPTER

Becoming Immune
to Intimidation

MUCH OF THIs BooOK is oriented toward working with people who
are beyond their boiling point of frustration and helping them feel
heard, understood, and negotiated with. But what about abusive cus-
tomers who use intimidation as a finely honed weapon to get more
than they deserve? For example, people who say things like, “Don’t
you know who I am?” or, “I’ll talk to your boss if I don’t get what I
want.”

In this chapter, we look at how to deal with toxic entitlement,
wherein people cross the line from legitimate frustration to bullying
and narcissism. In doing so, we explore the effective technique of non-
reactivity—a combination of calmness and assertiveness—to maintain
boundaries while taking away the emotional satisfaction from some-
one who tries to intimidate you. In addition, we touch on three impor-
tant steps to achieving this: accepting a customer’s self-importance,
using a tool called fogging to deflect the customer’s criticism, and
underreacting to the customer’s threats.

Ultimately, it is not the other person’s words but your reactions
to these words that determine the balance of power between you and
an intimidator. This, in turn, governs the course and the outcome of
these encounters. As with other difficult customer situations, you
often have much more control over arrogant and entitled customers
than you think.

94
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Angry Customers vs. Toxic Entitlement

Take two difficult customers. Neither is happy. Both are loud,
demanding, and rude. Both may be using similar threats, gestures, and
foul language. Yet on the inside they are so distinct from each other
that they could practically be from different species, and as a result, in
order to effectively handle each of them you need to take different
approaches.

What’s the difference between these two individuals? One of these
customers is feeling a lot like you or I might when we are unhappy.
She feels wronged—and worse, she feels ignored—so she is taking out
her frustrations on you. Her approach may be uncomfortable to deal
with, but it ultimately springs from authentic feelings.

The other customer is following a script that has served him well
for much of his life. He learned at an early age that power and intimi-
dation give him more of what he wants. Many of us would call this
person a bully; in this chapter, I use a term that perhaps better
describes his psychology: toxic entitlement.

Most of us feel that we are entitled to whatever we deserve. With
toxic entitlement, people feel they are entitled to whatever they can
win. Their personal belief system does not consider other people’s
feelings, their agendas, or even what most people would consider to
be fair and reasonable. Such customers are very different from garden-
variety difficult customers. One is responding to authentic feelings;
the other is gaming the system in a way that is comfortable and famil-
iar for him.

Normal crisis communications skills do not work with these cus-
tomers. They couldn’t care less whether you acknowledge them or
offer them face-saving alternatives; they only care that they win. And
if cranking up the heat helps them win more often, so be it.

"This difference holds the key for how you tell these two types of
customers apart. With typical angry customers, your efforts to hear
them, see their agenda, or engage in problem solving usually have
some impact on their anger level. Or you can clearly tie their reactions
to the gravity of the situation: Something affects them a great deal,
and they are reacting to this.
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With toxic entitlement, by comparison, your best efforts are met
with a wall of ice. For these customers, your willingness to help is just
a sign that they can keep pushing you until they get what they want.
When a customer clearly doesn’t care about anything but winning,
regardless of the stakes, you need to adjust your communications
strategy to match this situation.

Are Entitled Customers Worth Keeping?

Carol Roth, author of the bestselling book The Entrepreneur Equation,
has a popular blog where she asks her readers to contribute their opin-
ions on popular business issues. One month, she and | collaborated on
a question specifically for this book: “How did you handle your worst
customer and client situations?”

She received over fifty responses, largely from small-business own-
ers and solo entrepreneurs, and there was a clear consensus for how
best to handle difficult clients: Fire them! Here is a sample of what peo-
ple had to say:

“Being in a bad relationship is not good for either party. Whether
it's poor communication, a lack of respect, or not living up to expecta-
tions—you don't deserve to be treated poorly and neither do they.
Talk about the issues; be accountable, fair, and ready to apologize and
demand the same, but don’t be afraid to break up, no matter how big
the contract.”—Stacy Robin, The Degania Group

“You have to know when to fire certain customers and move on.
While dealing with worst-case-scenario customers, do the best you can
to please them now and ensure that you don't initiate future business
with them. And, giving them chocolates will also help.”—Ryan Critchett,
RMC TECH Mobile Repair

“We have a ‘Three strikes, you're out’ policy that works really well.
My staff and | do a terrific job for our clients. If someone is rude,
unpleasant, or just an all-around bad egg, we figure once or twice may
be a coincidence, but three times is a pattern.”—Jim Josselyn, Academy
of Music and Drama
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With the right communications techniques, it is often possible to
turn around some of your most difficult customers. But when that fails,
the consensus of many of the business owners surveyed here is clearly
to let them go.

The Basics of Nonreactivity

Toxic entitlement springs from a fundamental difference between
people. Most of us want to be reasonable and make other people
happy. It bothers most of us when we cannot satisty another person,
and it really bothers us if we feel personally attacked or threatened.
To entitled customers, these human traits are all weaknesses to be
exploited.

This means that the core strategy we must use in dealing with
toxic entitlement is what we will call nonreactivity—sending no sig-
nals to other people that their tactics are affecting us emotionally.
This requires not showing any emotion. Aside from niceness being
perceived as weakness, reactions indicating frustration or indignation
can show we care in ways that work against us. Conversely, polite but
cool detachment can form an effective barrier against toxic entitle-
ment.

Here are three tools to use in being nonreactive:

Accept the Customer’s Self-Importance

An old joke describes a wealthy businessman demanding an upgrade
to first class on a sold-out flight. When he thundered, “Don’t you
know who I am?” the gate agent calmly got on the public address
system and said, “We have a person in the terminal here who unfortu-
nately does not know who he is. If anyone can help him, please come
to the podium.”

All joking aside, my recommendation is to use exactly the opposite
of this approach. When you accept and acknowledge someone’s
importance, you neutralize it as a weapon. Compare these two ex-
changes:
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Customer: I'm the president of a major bank, and I always insist on
sitting at a window table.

You: Ma’am, we have lots of important people here, and you’re going
to have to wait for the first available table like everyone else at this
restaurant.

Customer: I'm the president of a major bank, and I always insist on
sitting at a window table.

You: You certainly are a VIP customer. Let me see what we can do for
you.

How is an entitled customer going to react to these two
exchanges? In the first case, you have stirred him up to defend his
honor, and he is very likely to fight back or even go over your head to
a manager. In the second case, he knows you get his importance,
which means that even if he cannot get a window table, he cannot
effectively bring up his title again. Accepting even an inflated self-
image, exactly as the other person sees it, is an important tool for
keeping entitled customers on topic.

Use “"Fogging”

Picture yourself surrounded by a thick fog. What happens if you get
angry and throw things at it? Nothing—it just sits there. Eventually
you get tired of challenging the fog and move on.

This principle forms the basis of a key assertiveness skill called
fogging, first described in what many consider to be the granddaddy
of self-help books, Dr. Manuel J. Smith’s When I Say No, I Feel Guilty.
It involves responding to challenges by acknowledging their truth but
without changing your boundaries.

Fogging is based on a truly liberating principle: You can acknowl-
edge another person’s accusations without giving in to his demands.
Entitled customers will often try to convince you that you are wrong,
misinformed, inexperienced, or incompetent. Fogging neutralizes
these tactics without escalating the situation or getting into fruitless
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arguments, because you have the right to see their point while adding
nothing to their argument.

This approach sounds a little like the technique of leaning into
criticism described in Chapter 2; however, there’s a subtle but impor-
tant difference: The goal of leaning in is to mirror a customer’s con-
cerns, while the goal of fogging is to politely but effectively say, “So
what?”” to verbal attacks. Here are some examples:

Customer: You must be pretty new here. Everyone else lets me come
in without paying the cover charge. (Note: You know better.)

You: You're right. Lots of people have been here longer than I have.
Unfortunately, I still can’t let you in without paying tonight.

Customer: You're really a control freak. I can’t believe you won’t let
me exchange these items. (Note: They are nonrefundable, and you
have no choice.)

You: That’s true. I am pretty careful about following store policy. My
apologies that I can’t take these back.

Customer: You people are such incredible tightwads. I don’t under-
stand why you can’t give me the Platinum package at the Bronze
package price. (Note: The two packages are priced differently for
a reason.)

You: Fair enough. We do try to keep a close eye on our costs. If you
decide to go with us, I respect whichever package you decide to
purchase.

Compare these responses with what would happen if you decided
to fight back and defend yourself. First, entitled customers don’t care.
You will never convince them you are right anyway. Second, once you
get upset, you are walking into their trap: They realize that you react
to their provocations and can therefore be manipulated. Fogging
short-circuits this process in a way that gets you and the customer
back on track.
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Underreact to Threats

What happens when entitled customers’ arguments and criticisms
don’t work? They often start threatening you to try to get their way.
They may demand to talk to your boss, or threaten to complain to
other people or say bad things about you on social media.

Whatever threats they make, there is only one way to respond:
Acknowledge their choices. Hand them the ax, and tell them that you
respect their right to swing it if they wish. By not reacting or compro-
mising in response to their threats, you do two important and neces-
sary things. First, you take away their leverage over you. Second, your
confidence makes them feel that much more stupid for acting the way
they are. Here are some sample exchanges:

Customer: I'm going to speak to your manager about this!

You: Of course. You're most welcome to speak with her. Her name is
Stacy Johnson, and she’s at extension 1234.

Customer: No one’s ever going to shop at your store again when I
get through talking to people!

You: I'm hoping we can still find a way to make you happy, but I
wouldn’t dream of telling you who to talk to or not talk to.

Customer: I'm going to post about this situation on Facebook!

You: If you do, please let us know. We’re always interested in honest

feedback.

Remember that many more things are threatened than acted
upon. For example, carrying out a threat to sue you would often
require time and/or money on the part of the customer. But what if
the customer backs up the bluster and carries out the threat? Respond
appropriately and have faith in your chances of a fair outcome. For
example, look at social media comments about other companies.
When a company is disliked by consumers, negative comments can
spark a feeding frenzy, but when the company is well-liked, other cus-
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tomers often spring to its defense. Public opinion is generally resilient
enough to withstand the attacks of a single individual, especially when
this person is a boor.

For all three of these techniques—accepting the customer’s self-
importance, fogging, and underreacting to threats—what is most
notable is what is missing: any kind of self-defense or emotion. Deal-
ing with entitled customers is like dealing with any kind of bully: They
love to see you cower, compromise, and give in, which for them is like
a shark seeing blood in the water. It stirs them to close in for the kill.
By contrast, the only way to make them go away is to stand up to
them, and the best way to do that is to communicate assertively.

Putting Nonreactivity to Work

The steps outlined here are tools in your tool kit, to be used as needed
in response to whatever an entitled customer might throw at you.
Let’s look at an example of how each of these techniques comes into
play with customers who simply want their way no matter what. Sup-
pose a famous (but cheap) rock star who is used to getting VIP treat-
ment without paying for it checks into the hotel you manage. Here is
how the conversation might go:

Customer: Hi. The desk clerk just told me that I couldn’t get a com-
plimentary upgrade to a suite tonight. Could you fix that?

You: That’s unfortunately right. I apologize for that. We’re totally
sold out this evening. I'll be glad to give you the nicest regular
room we have available.

Customer: You don’t understand. I’'m headlining a major concert in
town tomorrow, and I have to have a suite for me and my entou-
rage.

You: That certainly sounds important. Did you reserve a suite with
us?

Customer: I shouldn’t have to. I'm a Double Priority Gold Premium
member. And hotel managers are always glad to have a rock star
like me staying at their hotel. It’s good publicity for them.
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You: It is an honor having you stay with us. And I really feel bad that
we don’t have a spare suite this evening.

Customer: Oh come on! Everyone else just bumps someone who
hasn’t arrived yet and gives me the suite.

You: Of course you're used to special treatment, especially when you
are on tour. You're probably playing in front of several thousand
people tomorrow. I hope you respect that I treat every customer
here like they’re special. Is there anything else we can do to make
this a good night for you? Perhaps a great meal and drinks on the
house?

Customer: This is totally outrageous! I'm going to talk to your boss
about this!

You: You're always welcome to talk with anyone at our hotel. Here’s
a card with the contact information for my boss, the owner. I do
apologize that we couldn’t make you happy tonight.

In this case, the hotel manager correctly picked up on signals that
this was an entitled rather than an unhappy customer: trumpeting his
importance, expecting rather than asking for the solution he wanted,
showing no concern for others, and having a dismissive reaction to
anything the manager offered. In response, the manager did every-
thing right. She acknowledged his importance, used fogging to main-
tain her boundaries, and underreacted to his threats.

Will the customer leave this discussion satisfied? Probably not—
and that is exactly the point. Your willingness to hear this customer
while holding fast to your boundaries teaches him that he cannot suc-
cessfully play your emotions.

Can Entitled Customers Change?

One closing point about toxic entitlement is that no person is a stereo-
type. It is easy to paint entitled customers as one-dimensional bad
guys and gals—and many times, they certainly act in ways that are
challenging. Indeed, some of them may not be worth keeping as cus-
tomers.
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At the same time, there is a deeper point in learning to deal with
your most arrogant and demanding customers. When you stand up to
them without criticizing or reacting emotionally to them, you build
respect. More important, you are creating this respect in a way that
treats them with dignity and does not belittle or challenge them.

If these customers still want the product or service you are selling,
you can often forge a new kind of customer relationship based on this
respect. In this sense, the right communications skills can help you
mine profitable relationships with people many other companies
would simply give up on or cave in to. Learn to stand up to your most
challenging customers, and be willing to be surprised at the impact it
could have on your business.

PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE
1. You run a small wholesale business, and a new customer is
offering you a large contract, but he tells you your prices are ridic-
ulous and insists on a 40 percent discount, similar to what he says
everyone else would offer him. You still would like his business.
What do you say in response?

2. You explain to a customer that she will need to pay for a repair,
and she replies tartly, “lI don’t usually deal with people at your
level anyway.” What is your reply?
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3. A diner expresses dissatisfaction with his meal and wants you to
cancel the bill for his entire party of eight. He is threatening to
contact a local food critic if you don’t. How do you respond to
this?
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The Wrap-Up

ALL THINGS MUST COME TO AN END, including difficult customer
transactions. And the way you end these situations is often very impor-
tant. If everyone is all smiles at the end of a tough customer situation,
it may not matter how hard they fought with you. By contrast, a bad
ending can lead to hard feelings, further complaints, or even the whole
nightmare starting all over again.

Wrapping up with difficult customers involves specific skills that
leave them feeling better and prepared to move on or take the next
steps. In this chapter, we focus on three techniques you can use to
bring heated situations to a successful end: using a “verbal receipt” to
summarize the transaction, normalizing the situation, and reaffirming
the customer relationship. Together they can send you and the cus-
tomer away smiling.

Understanding Good Closings

In an ideal world we would make all customers happy, and then they
would shake our hands and walk away satisfied. Reality often tells
another story, however. Some of your customers will have acted in
ways that positively embarrass them, or leave both of you in a less-
than-have-a-nice-day frame of mind.

In my view, these are perhaps the most important situations to
bring to a positive close. All of us are skilled at rationalizing our own
behavior, and the customer’s impression of us and our business is
largely formed by how the transaction ends.

105
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Once when I was young and having one of my first out-of-town
job interviews, I had a misunderstanding at a hotel. My wife asked if
she could stay in our room while I was off with the interviewer. They
said OK. Then when I checked out that afternoon, they charged us
for a second night because she had stayed long past the checkout time.
"This would have been a large sum of money for us at the time, and a
heated discussion ensued about who said what and when. Eventually,
the hotel gave in and reversed the charge.

Was I a difficult customer that day? Probably. Was I wrong? Cer-
tainly in their minds. But in hindsight, I realize that my future business
at this entire hotel chain hinged on how I was treated in that moment.
Had the manager grudgingly met my demands and rudely dismissed
me, I would probably have never darkened their door again. Instead,
he shook my hand, told me he understood my situation, and wished
me a nice day. Problem solved.

We each have a built-in advantage in trying to bring heated situa-
tions to a successful conclusion: We have all been there ourselves. Few
if any of us have escaped the experience of being an angry customer.
As a result, we know firsthand what a publicly humiliating experience
it can be, even if we ultimately get our way. The skills discussed in
this chapter will help you make things end much better for your own
customers when they get angry. Let’s look at how each of them works.

Give a “Verbal Receipt”

For most retail purchases, it feels strange not getting a physical
receipt. This receipt serves as an acknowledgment that the transaction
took place and validates what you are getting in return for your
money. A “verbal receipt” can serve much the same purpose for your
customers, especially when things have been challenging.

A verbal receipt is a recap of what has happened between you and
the customer and what will happen from here. It is a proactive sum-
mary that goes over the steps in detail. Here are some samples of good
verbal receipts:

» ‘“Based on what we discussed, this problem should be covered
as long as you have a proof of purchase from within the last
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ninety days. Once you come back with a copy of your receipt,
we will expedite the repair of this hard drive.”

» “Our maintenance team will arrive at your house between 2
p.m. and 4 p.m. tomorrow. If there are any delays, or if you
have any questions, I would like you to call our operations
manager. Here is a card with her name and phone number.”

» “Given everything you went through, I'm glad we could
arrange at least a partial refund for this. Is there anything else
we can help you with?”

A good verbal receipt does much more than just clarify your reso-
lution to a problem. It makes you seem engaged, competent, and con-
cerned for the customer. A more subtle point is that verbal receipts
can be emotional as well as factual: They represent a good opportunity
to thank customers, apologize to them, or express any other authentic
teelings that help people feel better. Done well, these summaries sub-
stantially increase the odds of ending things on a good note.

Normalize the Situation

At the end of a tough transaction, one of the most powerful things
you can do is make the other person feel OK about his or her behavior.
Even when—listen carefully—this behavior was less than ideal. Not in
a saccharine, it’s-perfectly-all-right-that-you-were-a-jerk kind of way,
but rather as a communion of equals: a reaffirmation that normal,
healthy people get frustrated and even overinvested in customer situa-
tions.

In Chapter 7, we discussed the technique of normalizing a situa-
tion, where you validate it as being common for yourself and others.
Here are some examples of using it at the end of a transaction:

» “I'm glad we were able to work this out. No one likes to go
away unhappy.”

» “Ifit were my child, I would have stood up for her interests,

2

too.
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» “No one wants to pay more than they have to, especially in
this economy.”

Some of you may wonder why you should bother to spare the
teelings of difficult customers, especially after you have resolved their
situation. There are several important reasons why you should at least
consider this:

» It brings the transaction to a close quickly and peacefully.

It removes the need for difficult customers to defend them-
selves.

» It makes them less likely to complain later about the situ-
ation—or about you personally.

It reduces the likelihood they will come back seeking more.

» It may preserve their future business.

Above all, people worry that making difficult customers feel better
somehow justifies their behavior and perpetuates their being difficult
in the future. In reality, the opposite is usually true. Criticizing bad
behavior leads people to harden their positions and defend themselves,
while respect leads them to be more open to your way of thinking. By
making customers feel better about what happened, you help flip their
perspective in your favor and usually make them easier to deal with
next time.

Reaffirm the Customer Relationship

No matter how nice you might be to a challenging customer, she
probably has one remaining concern: that you have her pegged forever
after as “that customer” who made your life difficult.

Why should you care about this? Because you often have a chance
here to turn a crisis into a profitable opportunity. Many people who
lose it in front of customer service professionals are too embarrassed
to ever come back again. If you can turn around this feeling and make
them feel truly welcome to come back, you have an opportunity to
gain both their cooperation and their future business.
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Since a customer cannot read your mind, the most powerful signal
you can send that the situation is OK is to reaffirm the future of the
relationship. Here are some sample statements you could use to do

this:

» “If you come back next month, we plan to have some of these
items on sale.”

» “I'm glad we could work this out. It would be great to have
you come back and try us again in the future.”

» ‘“Next time you are here, feel free to ask for me personally.”

So what if your honest feelings about this customer are more like,
“Please don’t go away angry—just go away’’? Follow your gut. If your
personal radar tells you that a customer is chronically unreasonable,
abusive, or threatening, there is no need to invite that person back.
But most difficult situations are, at root, moments of humanity that
are caused when people do not get what they want. Smooth over these
situations, and you can often gain a lasting customer relationship.

Thanking Your Difficult Customers

Small-business owners sometimes wonder how to react after a client
has made their lives difficult. How about thanking them?

Business consultant Karlene Sinclair-Robinson found this approach
to be successful with one of her clients: “In one case, | went a step
further by not just acknowledging the problem, but sending the client
a handwritten ‘Thank You' card for their patience, and for allowing me
the opportunity to work on solving their problem.” She noted that her
gesture made their working relationship much easier from there: “In the
end, the card concept won them over and we were able to change the
outcome to their benefit, even with the changes they had to make.”

Thanking people can be a powerful reaffirmation of their worth as
customers. More important, it frames any difficulties you may have had
in the context of a productive future relationship. And in Sinclair-
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Robinson’s case, the personal touch of a handwritten note got this cli-
ent’s attention in a very productive way.

The Right Ending: A Good Beginning

The importance of a good closing often goes far beyond the individual
transaction. In a very real sense, the way you wrap things up with
customers can turn into part of your brand with the public. It becomes
a component of your culture and affects how others perceive you.

When I managed high-volume customer-contact operations, I put
a great deal of emphasis on how we finished up with customers. In
fact, I considered the way we closed a transaction to be every bit as
important as the way we opened it, because final impressions often
matter every bit as much as first impressions. It is a strategic tool that
dovetails with your overall style with customers.

When customer situations get out of hand, good closings become
even more important. Knowing how to wrap up a difficult situation
does not just send customers away happier—it builds your own confi-
dence for the future. More important, these skills can become part
of a broader approach for managing the life cycle of every customer
transaction.

PUTTING LEARNING INTO PRACTICE

1. A customer angrily demanded a refund for a product after
going on at great length about how horrible it was. She didn’t
realize that you would be more than happy to give her a refund,
and now she looks a little embarrassed about her behavior. What
do you say?

American Managememt Association * www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

THE WRAP-UP 111

2. Someone calls your appliance service company and is extremely
upset that no one showed up as scheduled the day before to
make a repair. After rescheduling the appointment, what do you
say before hanging up?

3. A woman purchased several expensive pieces of equipment at
your hardware store and was very picky and demanding about
everything. You sense that she was getting exasperated with you
as she kept pressing you with more questions. What might you say
at the end of the transaction to help preserve her future business?
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CHAPTER 1 1

You're the Boss

YOU ARE THE MANAGER of a busy public golf course in the suburbs
of a major city. You just came into work, and you can tell already that
it is not going to be a good morning. Why? Because a middle-aged
man in golfing clothes has just burst through the front door looking
enraged . . . and carrying a steering wheel in his hand.

He storms up to the counter, brushing past the people in line, and
demands in a loud tone of voice to see the manager. You rush over
and introduce yourself. He ignores your outstretched handshake, wav-
ing the steering wheel at you as he exclaims, “See this? Your stupid
golf cart almost killed me and my family out there! My daughter has
just been taken to the hospital with cuts all over!”

This is the kind of situation that customer service professionals
often dread the most. It potentially has serious consequences: At least
one person has been injured, and there is a real possibility of litigation.
And wherever the fault of this situation ultimately lies, the customer
is likely to blame you. (People don’t usually tear steering wheels off of
golf carts in the course of normal driving.)

What do you say in response to this person? And then how do you
guide the rest of the transaction from there? In this chapter, we offer
some guidelines based on the techniques discussed in the previous
chapters.

115
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Lean Into the Customer’s Biggest Concerns

The customer in the previous example has just given you a critical
piece of information that must jump to the top of your priority list:
His daughter has been taken to the hospital, and his family was
involved in an accident. Everything else is secondary at this moment.
This means there is only one appropriate initial response: Lean into
these concerns and proactively acknowledge them, as discussed in
Chapter 2. Here is an example:

“That’s terrible! How is your daughter doing? Are you injured?
And how is everyone else?”

If you have ever reported an accident to the police or to your
insurance company, you may recall that these transactions always start
by asking how everyone is. The reason: It expresses concern for what
is most important for anyone in this situation.

At this point, it is critical to give this customer whatever time and
space he needs to tell his story. Use what psychologists call minimal
encourages (“I see . . . sure . . . absolutely”) to let him know that you
are paying close attention to what he is telling you. Otherwise, stay
out of his way until he has said whatever he feels the need to say, with
as little “editing” as possible.

You might feel uncomfortable at this stage of the conversation
because you have no idea how the other person is going to respond to
what you say. He may calm down and reply to your questions, or he
may continue to lash out at you. His words might drip with anger and
sarcasm. He could even threaten you with things like legal action.

Ultimately, though, it doesn’t matter what he says. Because you
will do exactly the same thing in response: Lean into that response
with gusto. For example:

Him: We could have all been killed out there!

You: Absolutely! Losing control of a golf cart can be really dangerous!
That must have been incredibly frightening. Thank goodness no
one was killed!
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Him: I'll bet you were pinching pennies and skimped on maintaining
these golf carts.

You: No one should ever have a mechanical failure like this happen to
them.

Him: You’re going to pay for this!
You: If this were my daughter, I would be reacting exactly the same
way.

Note that in each of these responses, you are neither defending
yourself nor contesting the other person’s assertions. Your goal here
is to respond to each thing this customer says in such a way that he is
nodding his head to whatever you say. This means you are reflecting
his reality and his emotions in a way that shows him that you get it.

Ask Good Questions

Once this person tells his story, and in all likelihood continues to vent
his frustrations, you really have only one lever you can pull to try to
calm him down, as discussed in Chapter 8: Ask good questions.

In the thirty seconds after you start speaking, the other person will
decide whether you are with him or against him. What you say in
those thirty seconds often decides whether he will ramp up or ramp
down his anger. By asking questions that draw out the details of the
situation, you align yourself as being on his side and start calming him
down. For example:

“Can you tell me what happened?”

“Did you notice anything different about the golf cart before
the accident happened?”

» “Are you and the rest of your family members able to walk
around OK right now?”

By getting this person to open up about the details, you ground
his anger by focusing him on the present moment. More important,
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you show him you are interested in the details of what happened as he
sees it.

Asking the Right Questions

In a contentious situation like this, the right questions do not just serve
to calm the other person down—they can also shed light on the facts
of the case. For example, if this person drove your golf cart into a ditch
after having a few beers, this may be a very different legal scenario
than if the steering wheel simply fell off. Ask good questions, and take
good notes!

Once you have established the details of the situation, your next
priority should be to ask questions about his welfare and that of his
family:

» “Is there anything I can do for you right now?”
» “Do you need to get in contact with anyone?”

» “How is the rest of your family doing right now? Is there
anything they need?”

Often, showing a genuine concern for everyone’s welfare repre-
sents a turning point in discussions like these. Questions like those
above are not only courteous, but they serve a valuable function in the
dialogue, shifting its focus from recrimination to next steps. As long
as they are sincere and appropriate, these questions stand a very good
chance of starting to calm the other person down.

One final note on information-gathering questions: They will
only work if they are designed to hear the customer, not to challenge
him. He is already in the red zone, and whether he is in the right or
in the wrong, you cannot successfully explore whether he was reckless,
distracted, drinking, and the like—at least not at this moment—
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through direct questions. Such questions have a 100 percent probabil-
ity of generating heat rather than light. Your best and perhaps only
chance of getting to the real truth is to create a comfort zone that may
breed more honesty.

Respond to Threats with “Can-Do" Language

When something really bad happens, many of us make a critical mis-
take: We try in vain to make the problem go away 7ight now. In other
words, we try to defend ourselves, respond equivocally, or even blame
the other person, in hopes of somehow convincing him that this is not
our fault. Of course, this strategy always fails miserably.

A far better approach is to accept reality and presume that the
other person is going to challenge and threaten us, and then respond
in a way that speaks to his interests. This is not the same as admitting
fault: You probably do not have enough information at this point to
do that, even if you wanted to. Rather, you focus on what you can do,
as described in Chapter 6, and lead with that in each of your responses:

Him: I plan to launch an investigation of this incident!

You: Of course. We both want to find out what happened here. I am
going to insist on that as well.

Him: You’ll be hearing from my lawyer about this!

You: I will be happy to cooperate fully with your lawyer. I'll give you
the name of our counsel.

Him: You are going to have to pay for our daughter’s medical
expenses!

You: We will work with you to do whatever is fair for both of us.

Note carefully that in each of these exchanges, you are not admit-
ting liability or agreeing to compensation—yet. You simply do not
know enough at this stage to make such judgments. Ultimately, the
liability for this may rest with you, the golf cart manufacturer—or
even the person in front of you.
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At the same time, in your responses you are studiously avoiding
the use of negative expectation to challenge or threaten this individual.
Statements such as, “We’ll have to see what our policy is” or, worse,
“We need to make sure this wasn’t your fault,” serve no purpose at
this juncture. Save them for the courtroom, if needed. Right now,
your job is to choose words that de-escalate the situation, build trust,
and move both of you toward the likely next steps in the process:
police reports, insurance claims, legal consultations, and the like.

The Law of Reciprocity

In situations like these, there is an additional step you can take, one
based on what is known as the “law of reciprocity”: If you do someone
an unsolicited favor, most people feel obliged to return the favor.

In the previous situation, where tempers are frayed, emotions are
running high, and a daughter needs medical treatment, there is likely
to be follow-up. What this customer thinks of you at the end of the
transaction may have a bearing on whether he negotiates in good faith
or decides to “sue the bastards” (e.g., you!). Therefore, you might
consider whether an appropriate gesture might change the dynamics
of the transaction.

For example, do people need rides to the hospital? Do they need
a meal that you can cover as a gracious gesture? If they are from out
of town, do they need lodging? You are not obligated to make gestures
like these. If there is still too much tension or hostility, they may even
seem patronizing or, worse, an attempt to buy them off. However, if
your communications skills are working as they should, consider
whether you can offer something appropriate. This could be a case
where a $95 motel bill might forestall a $50,000 lawsuit.

However you handle the situation, the key is to consistently be
honest and genuine, and speak to the interests of the other person.
With the right words, and the right mindset, you have a very good
chance of resolving situations like these in such a way that everyone

wins.
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Don’t You Know
Who | Am?

YOU PICK UP THE PHONE WITH A POLITE, “Front desk. May I help
you?” The woman’s shrill voice at the other end of the line almost
knocks you flat: “How dare you!”

Before you can catch your breath, she continues:

“I am a very important opera singer, and our company is here at
this hotel for one night. I always make it clear when they make our
reservations that I am to sleep in nothing smaller than a king bed.
"This room has a queen bed. How did you allow this to happen? Didn’t
they tell you that a diva was staying here tonight?”

“Yes, you are a diva,” you think silently to yourself, as you ponder
your options. The hotel is sold out. It is now past midnight. And no
one ever informed the front desk that anyone staying tonight had to
have a king bed. As you keep thinking, she demands to know, “What
are you going to do about this outrage?”

Now it’s your turn. Oh, and of course, you are the only person
left on duty tonight. In this chapter, we offer some tips on how to deal
with an angry customer.

Mirror the Customer’s Emotions

"This person is confronting you, and if you are like most people, you
probably feel like defending yourself (“Ma’am, we have no record of

121
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this request”) or setting limits (“You have to understand that we are
sold out tonight, and there is nothing more we can do”). Both of
these responses will probably just shift her from being angry to going
ballistic. So what else can you do?

For starters, mirror her outrage. She is using emotionally charged
phrases and terms like “How dare you” and “outrage” to try to get
your attention. Matching her emotions feels like you are veering dan-
gerously close to accepting blame, but you aren’t. Instead, you are
acknowledging what she is feeling and treating her complaints as
being legitimate to her. And frankly, it is your only hope of getting her
to calm down and talk rationally with you. Try lines like these:

» ‘“That’s outrageous! I don’t blame you at all for wanting your
usual bed.”

» “What a rude surprise, especially the night before a perfor-
mance!”’

» “Ican tell by your tone of voice how much you were inconve-
nienced tonight.”

How will she respond to this? Perhaps she will calm down. Per-
haps she will continue ranting. Either way, one thing is clear: If you
don’t acknowledge how upsetting this is to her, it is practically guaran-
teed that she will get even more upset. Next, you must move on to
problem solving.

Explore the Options

You are basically a very nice person. In a situation like this, you would
probably love nothing better than to move this guest to a room with a
king bed posthaste. Unfortunately, you do not have that option, unless
you want to go wake up and move another guest—which Ms. Diva
would probably love you to do. So at this point you have two choices:
(1) ask her what she might like in lieu of a king bed, or (2) go for the
LPFSA (Low Probability Face-Saving Alternative) problem-solving
technique we discussed in Chapter 8.
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This guest is so angry that it may feel hard to ask what she wants—
for fear she will demand a king’s ransom, or your head on a platter—
but you must move forward and trust in your communications skills
to handle whatever she responds with. Otherwise you will be blindly
proposing solutions without ever making her part of the process,
which is usually a recipe for disaster. Try framing your question some-
thing like this:

“First, I want to apologize that you weren’t put in a room with a king
bed, and I intend to find out why this didn’t happen. If I could move
you right now, I would gladly do that. Unfortunately, we are completely
sold out tonight, and I don’t have another room available. I realize you
wanted a larger bed, but I wanted to explore if there is anything else
we can do for you to make this a good stay tonight. Perhaps something

nice from room service?”

This statement apologizes for the situation, even though the fault
of the situation is not yet clear (and is irrelevant at this stage). It also
promises action, summarizes the situation, and engages her to solve it
with you. How will she respond?

» She may propose a mutually acceptable solution, such as
breakfast in bed tomorrow. If so, congratulations: You’re
done.

» She may continue railing on about how unacceptable this is.
Keep acknowledging this and offering solutions.

» She may propose something unacceptable, like a free week’s
stay in the future. In this case, acknowledge her (“I can’t blame
you for being upset enough to want that”) and calmly keep
responding with what you can do.

In each of these cases, you are now engaged in a totally mechanical
process of acknowledgment and problem solving, as outlined in Chap-
ter 6. Keep working the process, and see if a solution presents itself.
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Use the LPFSA

If you are still stuck at this point, the LPFSA may represent your best
chance of closing the transaction on a peaceful note. Examples of such
alternatives might include offering to try to arrange a room at a nearby
hotel (she is not likely to want to leave at midnight, especially with
her entourage), or offering to swap rooms if other guests vacate theirs
prior to her bedtime.

Using the LPFSA effectively requires disclosing that your sugges-
tions are low-probability alternatives. Moreover, the customer needs
to perceive that you are sincerely trying to be helpful and not just
trying to get rid of her. That said, creatively brainstorming options
can send a powerful signal to the guest that you are engaged with her
problem and thinking on her behalf.

Show a Personal Interest

Most desk clerks would focus on this guest’s problems, and her anger,
in situations like this one. A few people, however, would take things a
step further and show a personal interest in her by using appropriate
questions and/or compliments. For example, some might ask her
about her performance, explore how sleep affects her singing, or
express interest in the fact that she is an opera star.

You do have to be careful here: The wrong kinds of questions can
sound patronizing, especially if you haven’t done enough yet to try to
resolve her concerns. Follow your gut on how to proceed. Many bad
customer relationships can be turned around when you honor the cus-
tomer’s self-importance, as discussed in Chapter 9. When you respect
your guests as people, with their own unique gifts and needs, even
angry and arrogant ones can ultimately leave with a good impression
of you and your service.
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The Concert That
Never Was

LAST NIGHT’s EVENT was billed as the biggest rock concert of the
century, and Julia and her best friend couldn’t wait to attend. First,
the headliners had been Julia’s favorite band since childhood, and she
had never seen them live. Second, she won her tickets in a major,
corporate-sponsored giveaway. Third, she traveled over two hundred
miles to a major city to see this concert. It was going to be a very
special night.

Except that it never happened. The concert promoter had printed
special tickets just for this corporate giveaway in the sponsor’s color
and logo, but unfortunately, the event facility was never told about
them. So when Julia and her friend arrived for the concert, they were
turned away. No amount of pleading, coaxing, or tears could persuade
any of the event staff to let them in. In fact, when she finally got to
speak to a manager, he threatened to have them both arrested for
forging their tickets.

The next day, Julia appeared on a major morning television pro-
gram describing how she and her friend were treated, and her story
became part of the national news feed. You are a public relations rep-
resentative for the corporation that awarded her the tickets, and have
been asked by your management to contact Julia and “clean up the
mess.” How would you handle this? In this chapter, we examine how
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to effectively handle a very public incident that your organization ulti-
mately caused.

Talk with the Customer First

First and foremost, you need to reach out to Julia; she deserves the
respect of being contacted before you respond in public. Her reac-
tions, and her expectations, will also help frame your public response
to this situation.

So how is Julia likely to react? She will probably be pretty angry;
after all, she was upset enough to take her story to the media. She also
was wronged at a very fundamental level: She was hoping to attend a
concert by her favorite band and instead ended up being turned away
and threatened with arrest. Finally, the problem was completely your
fault.

"This may not be an easy conversation to have, but it can follow a
very clear process similar to the one outlined in Chapters 2 and 3:
Lean into her criticism and acknowledge her as deeply as possible by
using validation and identification. You can also help defuse her anger
by asking good assessment questions, as discussed in Chapter 8. Here
is a sample:

Julia: T was dreaming about this concert for weeks, and it turned into
a complete nightmare!

You: (leaning in) This sounds horrible, Julia. (validation) 1 know every-
one was really looking forward to this concert. This couldn’t have
turned out worse for you, and I feel terrible that we were responsi-
ble for it.

Julia: The people at the auditorium made my friend and I feel like
common criminals! You have absolutely no idea how humiliated I

‘was.

You: (identification) 1 can’t even begin to imagine what that must have
been like for you! That sounds really awful. Especially when you
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did absolutely nothing wrong. (assessment) Tell me more about
what happened.

The key ingredients to this dialogue are to acknowledge every-
thing she says, respect the legitimacy of each of her feelings, and learn
as much as you can about the situation, while making no effort what-
soever at this stage to defend yourself. How long should you continue
this process? Until Julia has had her say. Give her the time and space
to express whatever feelings she needs to, and respond to each and
every one of them.

Finally, you need to have a clear apology early in the conversation
that takes full ownership of what happened, acknowledges its conse-
quences for her, and promises to make things right. Here is an
example:

“Julia, we caused a heartbreaking situation for you this week. Because
of our mistakes, you not only had to miss the concert after traveling so
far, but the situation was handled in a way that was infuriating and
humiliating for you. I want to apologize on behalf of everyone who was
involved, and let you know that we will do everything in our power to

make this up to you.”

Practice Creative Service Recovery

What happens next, after you have done enough acknowledgment and
apologized for the situation? Usually the conversation will naturally
turn to what needs to happen from here. We call this phase service
recovery because it involves recovering from a service failure. Once
the topic comes up, invite her to be as frank as possible:

Julia: You people need to pay for what happened to me.

You: If this had happened to me, I would certainly want restitution
too. Please tell me what would make this situation right for you.

Then listen to and validate each and every thing she asks for, even
if it is outrageous. Your goal at this stage is not to rule on what you
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will do for her; it is for her to feel completely heard. For example,
one good way to respond to unrealistic requests is the paraphrasing
technique described in Chapter 3:

Julia: T want to go on tour with this band for the next year!

You: So you would enjoy hanging out and traveling with the band.
That sounds like it would be a lot of fun!

Does this response sound strange, especially knowing that your
company would not be in a position to comply with this request, and
that the band itself would be unwilling to agree? Actually, it is one of
the very best things you can say, because it both hears her and uses
the language of an ally—and people ultimately tend to negotiate better
with someone who is being a friend.

Ultimately, you will leave this conversation with an idea of how
Julia and her friend are feeling and what will be needed to make them
happy. In Chapter 6, we discussed how to frame problem solving in
terms of what you can do for the customer’s interests. In addition to
compensating her for her tickets and her travel expenses, consider

things like:

Flying Julia and her friend to another stop on the concert tour
Giving her front row seats
Arranging for her to meet the band or get autographs

Inviting her to bring more of her friends or family members

vV VvV Vv Vv VY

Giving her valuable collectibles or souvenirs from the concert

When you are trying to right a very public wrong like this, you
should be prepared to overcompensate for what happened—not only
to make Julia and her friend feel better about what happened, but
because you are perceived by the public as a wealthy corporation that
wronged an innocent girl. And because the alternative may well be
an expensive and publicly damaging lawsuit. Ideally, the best solution
should make everyone involved feel like they came away a winner.
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Super Bowl XLV: First Impressions Matter

In February 2011, as the NFL prepared to host Super Bowl XLV in Arling-
ton, Texas, over twelve hundred fans learned at the last minute that the
temporary seating sections for which they had tickets had not been
completed in time. While many of these fans were seated elsewhere,
four hundred were greeted with a terse form letter telling them they
had no seats and would receive refunds of three times the face value of
their tickets. Many of them ended up watching the game on television
monitors inside a field-level hospitality area or on standing-room-only
platforms.

Many of these fans reacted with outrage, particularly those who
had spent thousands of dollars on airfare and hotels to travel with their
families to the game. The NFL soon sweetened its offer to include a
ticket to the next year’s Super Bowl, and then later the options of a trip
to a future Super Bowl with airfare and hotel expenses, $5,000 cash, or
reimbursement of more than $5,000 with documented expenses. This
was not enough to placate all of the fans, and a class-action lawsuit
against the NFL continues to work its way through the courts.

Respond to the Public

You have another set of “customers” to placate besides Julia and her
friend: the public at large. Because this situation has played out in the
media, you will need to make a public apology, and this response may
become an important part of your company’s brand image.

To the untrained observer, corporate public relations can some-
times seem like a fun-house mirror that distorts reality: Problems

’ an outrage is framed as an “inconvenience,” and

become ‘‘issues,’
a big mistake can turn into a “misunderstanding.” Even worse, PR
statements are frequently wrapped in a thick layer of prose about how
great the company is, even when it did not act great at all. They are
often rife with the kinds of triggering catchphrases we recommended

avoiding in Chapter 4.
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Here you must take off your PR hat and become real, authentic,
and contrite. Like the apology suggested for Julia, your public
response must express regret, take full ownership of the situation, and
document your response to it. If this response connects with people at
a personal level, it will go a long way to limit the damage to your
reputation.
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I’ll Be Suing You

“SUE IS ON LINE 1 FOR YOU,” your assistant says dryly, and you pick
up the phone.

“Hello, Sue! How can I help you?” you say with a smile. “My
name is Alice,” the other person responds tersely. “And I am calling
to let you know that I am planning to sue you.”

Before you can say a word in response, she continues: “We pur-
chased a pallet-load of your chairs for the conference room at our
clinic, for people attending our educational programs. Since we are a
weight-loss facility, many of our clients are morbidly obese. But we
had no idea that so many of them would collapse under people when
they sat on them.”

“That’s horrible!” you exclaim, and she cuts you off before you
can say anything else. “Someone brought a video camera to one of
our meetings and caught one of your chairs collapsing under a new
client. The video has gone viral on YouTube, and people are ridiculing
our business all over the Internet. Now the client is demanding that
we cover her medical expenses. This whole incident is ruining our
business, and it’s all your fault!”

Now it is finally your turn to speak. What do you say from here?
In this chapter, we look at how you can communicate in a way that
gives you your very best chance to stay out of the courtroom.
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Do Not—Repeat, Do Not—Defend
Yourself First

The first thing to consider here is what not to say in response to this
caller. Most people’s strongest instinct would lead them to commit a
fatal flaw: defending themselves. As we discussed in Chapter 8, self-
defense generally only makes angry customers angrier.

Suppose, for example, that you respond with something that is
absolutely true in defense of your product. What would be wrong with
a statement like this:

“Ma’am, our chairs do have a published weight limit of 280
pounds.”

Here is what would be wrong: It would have exactly the opposite
effect that you intend. Let’s translate this statement into what custom-
ers hear: “I couldn’t care less that someone was injured on one of our
chairs, or that your reputation is suffering as a result. We plan to hide
behind every technicality we can, and you will probably have to sue us
before you ever get our attention.” If you accomplish anything here,
it would probably be to motivate the person to find a lawyer who will
propose a hefty financial settlement for the customer’s future loss of
business.

This is not to say that you should never defend yourself, just that
that should come later in the process, as you negotiate a settlement
(or, in the worst case, face off in court). In the meantime, trying to
“educate” a customer that she shouldn’t sue is a fool’s errand. Instead,
focus on hearing her complaint and positioning yourself as an ally:
Empathize with her, ask good questions, and acknowledge her view of
what happened, which is not the same as accepting blame.

The thought of a lawsuit is scary for most of us. The mere men-
tion of the word brings up mental images of being in court, spending
large amounts of money, and dealing with lawyers. Remember,
though, that when someone is threatening to sue you but has not done
so yet, it is a sign that she has a strong grievance and is giving you a
chance to resolve it. This means that the right language can keep you
both in dialogue and help move both of you toward a solution.
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Explore Solutions

Another painless thing you can do at this stage without admitting lia-
bility is to explore what might resolve the situation, as outlined in
Chapter 8. There may also be gestures you can offer, without admit-
ting fault, that could build trust and goodwill with the customer. For
example:

You: I agree, this is a terrible situation. What do you think we could
do from here to help you?

Alice (sarcastically): Short of asking Mr. Internet to stop streaming
this viral video of our client collapsing on your chair, I'm not really

sure.

You: Actually, I am thinking along those lines. We would be happy to
approach the key people who are posting this video and negotiate
if they would be willing to take it down. Would it be OK with you
if we gave that a try?

The client may ultimately make a proposal: perhaps compensation
for the client’s medical injuries, or replacement chairs that are
stronger. This becomes a starting point for negotiation, which in all
likelihood will extend beyond the bounds of this phone call. Legal
advice may be appropriate at this stage, since offering a settlement
involves the possibility of admitting liability or setting precedents, but
your ultimate goal is to create a win-win solution for both parties.

Frame the Benefits

In Chapter 7, we discussed framing solutions in ways that sound palat-
able to the customer. Once you have a resolution you would be com-
fortable offering, you have two objectives in framing it: (1) entice the
customer to want your solution, and (2) make it much more attractive
than the prospect of suing you—a path that might yield a greater
reward for the customer, but at the risk of paying lawyers, spending
time in court, and possibly losing the case. Here is an example of what
you might say:
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“We realize that you've been through a very awkward and public situa-
tion that involved our chairs. Even though we have a published weight
limit for these chairs, our bigger concern is making things right for
everyone involved. We're prepared to offer you a generous discount on
a more sturdy model of replacement chair, and would also be happy to
help address the negative social media publicity that has happened
recently. We respect your decision, but we're hoping this offer will help

resolve things in a way that’s easier for everyone.”

This statement achieves several important objectives. It acknowl-
edges what has happened to the customer, describes your defense in a
factual and neutral way, and sells the benefits of the solution versus
entering into litigation. Notice also a subtle but important phrase:
“We respect your decision.” This reaffirms the customer’s control
over her decision. Ironically, she will probably be more likely to accept
your resolution if she feels it is not being dictated to her in a take-it-
or-leave-it fashion.

Can Apologies Prevent Lawsuits?

Hospitals are often loathe to disclose medical errors for fear of stirring
up lawsuits. But what happens when they start proactively taking own-
ership of these mistakes?

A study published in 2010 examined what happened when the Uni-
versity of Michigan Health System (UMHS) implemented a new model
for handling medical errors, involving full disclosure of what happened,
a formal apology, and an offer of compensation. The results? New
claims fell by 36 percent, lawsuits decreased by over 50 percent, and
costs decreased by close to 60 percent.

UMHS is unusual in having its own staff and a single insurer, and
therefore being the only party responding to a patient’s medical errors;
further research is needed to see if these findings generalize to other
health systems. But at least in this one case, honesty may be the most
cost-effective policy.
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Quelling a Social
Media Firestorm

YOUR COOKIE COMPANY has always been ahead of the times, partic-
ularly when it comes to using social media with customers. You have
a fan page on Facebook, a Twitter account, and a thriving online com-
munity where people post questions and answers about your products.
If you were any more connected with your customers, you would
probably have to move in with them.

One day, a customer posted a negative comment on your Face-
book page, complaining that his last order from you arrived late.
Worse, because his settings are set to only show your posts rather
than to view everyone’s, he mistakenly thought you were deleting his
comments. Outraged, he began mass-posting hateful comments about
you online. Now what do you do?

"The rule in customer service used to be that if someone was happy,
he would tell four people, and if they were unhappy, he would tell
eleven people. Today, thanks to the rise of social media, those num-
bers are way off. When musician Dave Carroll watched baggage han-
dlers toss around and break his expensive guitar on a United Airlines
flight, and then got nowhere trying to get the airline to compensate
him, he composed a song, “United Breaks Guitars,” that has now had
over twelve million views on YouTube. The airline finally offered to
make things right after a firestorm of negative publicity, and today
United actually uses this video in its customer service training.
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When a customer gets mad at you and starts acting out on social
media, you have two agendas. The first is to take care of the problem.
The second is to let the public know you are taking care of the prob-
lem—and better yet, for the customer to help with this. In this chap-
ter, we offer some guidelines for how you might handle this situation.

Be Real

In Chapter 4, we discussed avoiding trigger phrases that infuriate cus-
tomers. In a world of social media, this includes most of the stilted,
corporate prose that most companies use in their written or email
communications, such as, “Sir, we are investigating your request,” or,
“We regret to inform you . . .” When used online, phrases like these
sound like they were uttered by a robot.

Instead, use genuine, accessible language—the kind you might use
with a good friend over lunch. As part of a technology that started
with young people, social media have brought with them a greater
expectation of informality. So, as we have recommended throughout
the book, lead by acknowledging the customer. In this case, you might
start your message with something like, “This sounded like a pretty
frustrating experience. We want to make this situation right.”

Be Quick

What you say is very important, but how soon you say it is almost as
important. Customer complaints can go viral quickly through social
media. Moreover, people look at your response time as a measure of
how much you care about your customers. This means that comments
in cyberspace can’t wait for your next weekly committee meeting. It is
important to provide a same-day reply, even if it is just to tell someone
you are looking into the problem.

Make your reply to customer criticism all about the customer.
Social media are magnifying glasses for how responsive you are to
customers. Even if you are technically correct, focusing on defending
or explaining yourself can be like throwing fresh bait into shark-
infested waters: It can cause a feeding frenzy of negative responses.
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Instead, validate legitimate criticisms and keep a laser focus on doing
what is right for the customer.

For example, suppose this customer’s shipment was delayed
because he chose a cheaper ground-shipping option with no guaran-
teed delivery date. In this case, you might say, “Even though we don’t
have control over ground shipping once our cookies leave the factory,
two weeks is a long time to wait. Especially for cookies!” Or suppose
the problem was your fault because his order was lost. In this instance,
you should lean in and completely own his complaint the way we dis-
cussed in Chapter 2: “We messed up, pure and simple. Your order got
lost in our system. That was inexcusable.” Then, in either case, pro-
pose a fair solution to the issue, or, better yet, get in touch personally,
as we describe in the next step.

Reach Out to the Person Behind the
Keyboard

When you communicate with people in cyberspace, you still aren’t
quite a real person to them. They haven’t connected you with a name
and a face. Often, social media complaints are best used as an entree
to contact someone in person and resolve the issue.

In this particular case, personal contact is essential. Since the cus-
tomer is unaware that you are not responding due to a technical prob-
lem on his end, the only way to straighten things out is to get in touch.
Your goal is not to point out his mistake, but rather to normalize it as
something that could happen to anyone, as discussed in Chapter 10.
Then you can negotiate whatever would be needed (and appropriate)
to make him happy.

Trust the Will of the Crowd

Today, companies often fear that someone will post something nega-
tive about them using social media. But check out other companies’
social media sites and you will discover that the general mood of cus-
tomers is reflected pretty accurately. In cases where a company truly
has poor service in the public eye, complaints can often spark a feeding
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frenzy where other people chime in and express their displeasure. But
if your company has a strong service reputation, something amazing
often happens: People respond to complaints by jumping to your
defense.

"This means that although you should work hard to address con-
cerns that people post online, there is no need to overreact to an indi-
vidual negative post. In much the same way that people’s reputations
are formed in the real world, your organization’s reputation within
social media is truly an aggregate of everyone’s overall impressions.

The example in this chapter was paraphrased from a true story,
and here is how it actually ended: When the customer realized that
the company had not deleted any of his comments, he felt silly, took
them down, and publicly announced that the company had taken care
of the situation. Being proactive and focusing on the customer’s inter-
ests—even when complaints are unfair or misguided—will generally
have a strong ripple effect on how people talk publicly about your
organization online.
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Just Plane Terrible

YOU ARE A GATE AGENT for Good Time Airlines. But tonight, you
are not having a good time. Why? Because of the long line of angry-
looking people who have been queuing up in front of your podium.

You see, telling one or two people that they aren’t going to get
where they want to go is no fun. Telling the two hundred people who
just disembarked from the Boeing 767 at your gate is even less fun.
And worst of all, these people have been on and off this plane for
hours during this winter storm—taxiing out, waiting for the plane to
be deiced, waiting too long to take off, and coming back to the gate
again. Now weather conditions have finally shut down the airport for
the evening.

Your job is to tell these two hundred people:

They are stuck here for the night.

Your airline does not pay hotel expenses for weather-related
cancellations like this one.

» The nearest hotel with rooms available is the Dingy Acres
Motel, a half hour’s drive from the airport. And yes, it is as
bad as it sounds.

» You will book them on the first available departure tomorrow.
With emphasis on available.

You can expect there to be a number of very unhappy people.
Many of them will be upset with you and your airline. Some may

139

American Managememt Association ¢« www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

140 YOUR WORST CUSTOMER SITUATIONS—SOLVED!

desperately need to get somewhere for a specific occasion. More than
a few will feel it is totally unacceptable to spend the night at the air-
port. You have just signed on to the computer at your podium and are
about to speak with the first passenger in line. Aside from wishing you
the very best of luck, in this chapter, we offer some techniques to help
get you through a situation that’s beyond your control.

Be Present

First, understand the depth of frustration that many of these people
are feeling. Some may be seasoned travelers who have been through
this many times before, but others will still be trying to wrap their
head around the situation. They were on the plane and so close to
being at their destination that they could taste it. Perhaps they are
afraid to fly and now have to face their fears all over again. Or perhaps
there are consequences for them, such as missing a wedding, a funeral,
or a paid performance.

The first and most important part of handling each passenger is
to respond empathetically by paraphrasing and acknowledging what-
ever that person leads with. For example:

Passenger: I am missing an important business meeting tomorrow!

You: That’s terrible! It seems unfair to have a snowstorm shut down
air traffic right when you have important business to take care of.

Passenger: I've been dreading this flight for weeks, and now I have to
go through it all over again!

You: That must be miserable! You were probably hoping this would
all be over with tonight. What can we do to help you be comfort-
able in the meantime?

This is a very important step, and also a completely mechanical
one: Take whatever the passenger leads with and hand those words,
thoughts, and feelings back with empathy, as we have emphasized
throughout this book. Connecting with these customers as people will
usually make everything that follows go much easier.
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Deliver the Bad News in Stages

You are about to tell many of these passengers a number of things they
do not want to hear: that they are stuck at the airport for the evening,
that lodging options are not the best, and that they will have to wait
for the first available flight the next day. How you word this news will
often make all the difference in how they react to it.

Chapter 5 describes a process for how to stage bad news in a way
that makes it easier for people to accept it: a good introduction, a
proactive summary of the options, and an empathetic response. Here
is an example of putting that into practice in this situation:

Passenger: Darn, they canceled this flight! Can you get me out of
here tonight? Or you’ll put me up somewhere, correct? (Note:
The answer is “no” to both of these questions.)

You: (introduction) Let me walk you through what options we have
here. (proactive summary) 1 can confirm a seat for you on the next
flight available to your destination right now. This flight leaves
nine hours from now, which takes us into tomorrow morning. As
for lodging, we do provide lodging for mechanical delays or
actions of the airline. Unfortunately, we can’t offer this in the case
of a weather-related cancellation such as tonight’s. Do you think
you might prefer to relax here at the airport, or could I help you
arrange a hotel room at your expense?

Because you have laid out the options in a way that is factual,
empathetic, and doesn’t lecture the passenger or say “no,” you have a
much better chance of getting a constructive response. But suppose
he still is not happy about what he is hearing and lets you know about
it? Let’s continue:

Passenger: That stinks! I'm really exhausted.
You: (empathetic response) You must be exhausted. I certainly wouldn’t

like being stuck on a plane for as long as you were. (proactive sum-
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mary) I'm pretty familiar with this airport. Would you like to know
some places where you might relax for a few hours?

Passenger: I'd really rather be at a hotel, even if I have to pay for it
myself.

You: (empathetic response) 1 can’t blame you at all. (proactive summary)
Here is what you will be looking at. Because we are located far
from town, the nearest lodging is at the Dingy Acres Motel. I do
want you to know that it is a half hour drive from here, and it is a
very modest facility. But there are rooms available tonight, and I
could give you a discount coupon for it if you wish.

Passenger: Yecch! That sounds miserable. How about a major chain
hotel?

You: (empathetic response) Very good question. Most major chains are
located in town, approximately an hour from the airport by public
transportation. Would you like to look at some of those?

Passenger: No, that is a long way away. I'll probably stick it out at
the airport tonight. Look, I appreciate all of your help.

You: (empathetic response) My pleasure, Mr. Jones. Let us know if there
is anything else we can do to help, and hopefully we’ll have you
on your way again in a few short hours.

Compare these responses to the snippy, “I'm sorry, sir, we can’t
do that” ones that are all too common in stressful customer situations,
as we discussed in Chapter 4. This is where the right words can make
a big difference. As long as you keep working the mechanics of
responding empathetically and offering options, most customers will
eventually calm down and cooperate with you, even when the news is
not good.

Reframe the Situation

In the example above, you may have noticed that the agent used the
reframing technique outlined in Chapter 7 to make the situation seem
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more palatable to the passenger. Notice how these specific phrases
were thoughtfully chosen to defuse the situation:

» “Relax here at the airport” (rather than stuck at the airport).
» “Very modest facility” (rather than dumpy motel)

» “Onyour way again in a few short hours” (rather than stranded
overnight)

» “Some places where you might relax for a few hours” (rather

than hope you like sleeping in a chair)

This agent is also framing the problem-solving process in terms
of what is possible rather than what isn’t possible, as discussed in
Chapter 6. Instead of saying, “You will have to wait until tomorrow,”
he is saying, “I can confirm a seat for you on the next flight available.”
These subtle but important linguistics employ the language of an ally
and let the customer know that he is focused on helping.

Note also that the one thing we are not reframing is the custom-
er’s experiences. If he is complaining about being exhausted, then by
golly, he is exhausted. And if something is bothering him, then it legit-
imately bothers him. When you maximize customers’ concerns while
framing positive solutions for them, you can often guide them skill-
fully into calming down and accepting the situation.

Don’t Take It Personally

In an ideal world, passengers would understand that you do not con-
trol the weather. Unfortunately, in a less-than-ideal situation such as
this, they are at great risk of taking out their frustrations on you. Dr.
David Burns, a psychiatrist, refers to this as “emotional reasoning”:
You feel lousy, and you (incorrectly) blame others for making you feel
that way.

This means that some passengers may invent some blame and hurl
it back at you: You should have known about this weather and planned
ahead. You should have gotten them off the plane sooner. Your poli-
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cies are horrible and unfair. Your response? Do not lead with trying
to correct them, but rather be present with their frustrations:

Passenger: If you could have gotten us back to the terminal sooner,
we could have gotten on another flight!

You: Tonight has frustrated the heck out of a lot of our customers. I
don’t blame you for being upset. What can we do to help you from
here?

If it makes people feel better, you may choose to eventually explain
the reality of the situation, whether it is to correct a misperception or
to take ownership of a legitimate grievance. Just understand that it is
more important to first acknowledge and validate what people are
teeling. Once people feel that you get them, it becomes much easier
to engage in productive dialogue.

"This scenario is based on my own experience being stranded over-
night at a major airport in a winter storm, on my way back from a
speaking engagement in the Midwest. As a frequent traveler, I person-
ally handled the situation with kindness and good humor (in fact, I
greeted the gate agent with a smile and the statement, “No stress in
your life tonight!”), but many people were agitated and upset. One
person, for example, forced his way to the front of the line while rail-
ing loudly against the airline, and others grumbled about the amount
of time they had been cramped on the jet or how the situation
impacted their plans.

While I was in line, I noticed an interesting dynamic in how the
gate agents handled this situation. All tried their best to be polite, but
some would visibly shut down once a customer started getting angry,
avoiding eye contact and saying as little as possible. Others were able
to engage these customers, and those agents had much more success
in defusing their anger. Even in situations with many angry people,
the right words, thoughtfully chosen, give you your very best chance
to keep things under control.
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Anger Management

YOU ARE THE NEW PERSON at a busy private gym and weight-
training facility. It is your first week on the job, and you and your
coworker Frank are sitting around talking about some of the regular
customers you will be dealing with. Before long, he brings up Bruno, a
muscle-bound daily customer who intimidates everyone and “is always
angry about something.” You smile and respond, “Like a barking
dog?” “More like an ogre,” your partner replies with a laugh. “Big,
intimidating, and turns several shades of green as you talk to him.”

About an hour later, with a line of customers at your counter, in
walks Bruno—and sure enough, Frank was right. He isn’t very happy.
In fact, his face is turning red as he raises his voice and pokes his finger
on the counter for emphasis. “Look at these machines! The weights
haven’t been put back in the rack, and half of them haven’t been wiped
down by the last person. I demzand that you drop everything right now
and clean up the weight room.”

“Hey, my shift is over, so I'll let you take Bruno this time,” Frank
says, in a stage whisper, as he slips out the back of the room. Three
people are in line ahead of Bruno. In this chapter, we focus on how to
respond to someone with an anger-management problem.

Frame the Situation

Before you even open your mouth to respond to Bruno, let’s check
in on your own feelings here. Do you feel frightened? Intimidated?
Uncomfortable?
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In this case, these very normal human emotions are all based on a
mirage. Bruno is a big, muscular man with a booming voice. How do
we process these physical cues? As though we were at risk of being
physically assaulted. And Bruno, who is used to getting his way
through intimidation, would love for you to keep perceiving the situa-
tion that way.

In reality, he is not going to hit you—unless, of course, he has a
thing for jail cells, lawsuits, and getting permanently banned from his
favorite gym. So first and foremost, remember that all you are dealing
with here are words. Loud, angry words to be sure, but words none-
theless. He is no more of an actual threat to you than a little kid with
a squeaky, high-pitched voice.

One of the other things you may be feeling is anger at Bruno,
especially since he regularly uses intimidation as a way to get what he
wants. You may be tempted to respond to him in a way that is designed
to “put him in his place.” Of course, you have the right to set appro-
priate boundaries with him, but a stance of pushing back on him at
first is likely to be doomed to failure.

So before you say anything to Bruno, frame the situation cor-
rectly. Tell yourself that you are perfectly safe, that he can express any
teelings that he wishes to, and that whatever happens, you will respond
to him professionally. Now, let’s look at how to do this.

Acknowledge Bruno

There is only one response that will give you any hope of getting
Bruno to calm down: Acknowledge everything he says. Wherever pos-
sible, use the techniques of validation and identification discussed in
Chapter 3 to respond to each of his outbursts. And do it with as much
gusto as possible. For instance:

Bruno: Look at these machines! The weights haven’t been put back
in the rack, and half of them haven’t been wiped down by the last
person.

You: That’s terrible! People should know better than to leave a mess
for others at this gym. That bothers me too.
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This first response is where human nature trips most of us up.
Since Bruno is demanding our immediate attention and putting us on
the defensive, our first instinct is to defend ourselves, or to set bound-
aries with him. Too often, we are tempted to respond with statements
like these:

» ‘“There are people in line ahead of you. Please wait your turn.”

» “Only a couple of the weights are out of the rack. Could you
just put them back?”

» “I'm sorry, we can’t possibly keep an eye on everyone who
uses the equipment.”

News flash: Bruno doesn’t care about the people in line. He
doesn’t care how many weights are off the rack. He certainly does not
approve of your lack of oversight. And his explosive temper may well
come, in part, from learning that anger moves people off excuses and
boundaries like these and gets him what he wants. So statements that
sound even the least bit like these simply cause you to walk right into
his trap.

Your only possible hope of calming him down is to meet him
where he is. Here are some other examples:

Bruno: This is wasting my valuable workout time!

You: Absolutely. No one likes to pick up after some slob who came
before you.

Bruno: You don’t keep this gym in adequate shape. You're falling
down on the job.

You: I wouldn’t be happy if I was seeing this stuft happen regularly
either, so I'm glad you’re letting us know.

Remember that acknowledging people is never the same as giving

in to them. Use language that shows Bruno you understand him, and
you have your best hope of getting him to back off and listen to you.
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Frame Your Response

Here is the key moment of the discussion: Bruno is insisting that you
drop everything, ignore the people in line ahead of him, and take care
of him first. Do you give in to his demands?

No, you do not. That would not be fair to your other customers.
More important, it would be enabling his penchant for bullying peo-
ple. But the way you set your boundaries will mean everything to the
success of this situation.

Let’s be honest. Most of us would normally respond to Bruno by
trying to “correct’” his behavior and focusing on our boundaries with
language like this:

Bruno: I demand that you drop everything right now and clean up the
weight room.

You: You’ll have to wait until ’'m done with the people in line ahead
of you.

It is your perfect right to say this. It is technically the correct
answer. And it is the policy that is most fair to everyone. So now, how
likely is Bruno to respond by saying, “Golly, you are right. I will wait
my turn.”’? Not very. You must try another approach if you want to
avoid a confrontation.

In Chapter 6, we discussed how to frame your response around
the customer’s agenda, not your own. This is the key for how you
respond to Bruno’s demands. Try this:

Bruno: I demand that you drop everything right now and clean up the
weight room.

You: Of course. I'm going to hurry as much as I can with everyone
here so you can get back to your workout.

How will he respond to this? Hopefully more calmly, because you

have played his agenda back to him and honored it, while keeping
your boundaries. But a more subtle point here is that it doesn’t really
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matter how he responds. All that matters is what you say—and what-
ever his provocations might be, you can keep responding with the
simple, mechanical technique of framing your response around his
agenda:

Bruno: My time is more important than these people. I'm a paying
customer.

You: Your time 75 very important. I don’t like anything holding up my
workouts either. Give me just a little time, and I’ll jump right on
this.

Bruno is probably demanding two things here: getting what he is
asking for, and respect for his concerns. By framing your response
around these concerns, you give him something tangible in return for
his complaint: the promise of a resolution. In the process, you also
honor his second goal of being respected for how he feels.

Execute the Endgame

The language proposed here will probably give you your very best
chance of making things go more constructively with Bruno. But he
does have a pretty short fuse. What if what you say doesn’t work, and
he keeps ranting?

Calmly repeat yourself. In Chapter 6 we discussed the power of
repetition in convincing people that their anger won’t benefit them.
Be prepared to go two or three rounds with Bruno, and after a while
he should start to realize that he is only making himself look bad,
rather than getting what he wants. And after the third time, extinguish
the effect of his anger further by focusing on your other customers—
perhaps politely holding up your index finger to remind him that his
turn is over, and you are now focused on someone else.

At the end of the day, Bruno is only going to persist in behaviors
that benefit him. He may be angry, but he probably isn’t stupid. And
if you calmly stick to your communications process and execute it,
even if he still is not happy, he will most likely decide his best interests
are served by calming down and waiting.
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What is the worst that can happen in this situation? Again, he is
highly unlikely to act out violently. Of course, there are customers
whose behavior crosses the line, and times when you need to go for
your worst-case solutions: asking people to leave, calling for security,
and so forth. But perhaps the key point here is that when you use
the right language, the need for interventions like these is much less
common than you might imagine. The odds are very good here that
Bruno will eventually calm down, wait for you to finish, and then go
back to his workout.

In Chapter 8, we looked at a more detailed approach for handling
angry customers involving the use of the highest acknowledgment
level possible, asking good questions, and then shifting the discussion
to problem solving. A process like this would be appropriate once
Bruno reaches the fiont of the line. In the meantime, the steps outlined
here serve as a good approach for managing the situation until it is his
turn to speak with you.

Relationship Building

One closing note. Remember how your coworker Frank described
Bruno as a regular customer whose anger was well known? This raises
what may be a deeper issue with your most difficult regular customers:
How do they feel about you?

We all react differently to friends than to foes. If Bruno comes in,
says little, works out, and leaves, you and your coworkers may seem
like faceless robots he feels he can react to. But if you show an interest
in Bruno—get to know him as a person, ask how he is doing, and
champion his aspirations—you may start becoming real and human to
him. This, in turn, is often the key to turning Bruno into a nicer
person who is much easier to deal with.
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Not So Smart

AN ELDERLY MAN walks into your electronics store and slams a box
down on the counter. “This is the third time I've had to bring back
one of your stupid, defective computers,” he says, loudly and angrily.
“None of them have worked!”

You ask him politely what went wrong, and he exclaims that he
can’t even select anything on the screen with the mouse. Noting that
this was the third computer he has had to return, you offer to set it up
in the store and test it for him. As you do so, he also shares that he is
a retired professor who is “pretty smart” at most things.

After you plug in and power up the computer, he grabs the mouse,
holds it in mid-air, and points it toward the screen like a remote con-
trol. Clicking furiously, he turns to you and says, “See! Nothing is
happening! And that arrow thingy isn’t even moving!” How do you
respond to this gentleman? In this chapter, we suggest how best to
protect this person’s feelings and the sale.

Meet the Customer Where He Is

You are clearly seeing an example of someone who lacks the ability to
use a computer. He does not see it this way, though. In his mind, he
just made an expensive purchase that should have better directions and
be easier to use, just like his television set or his telephone. And, in a
sense, he is right! So start the conversation by validating his view of
the world, as outlined in Chapter 3:
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“You’re right. Computers can be incredibly frustrating to use.
Let’s look into this.”

Notice that we are not starting the conversation by saying that
people have trouble using computers. This would be placing the fault
on the customer before we even investigate the problem. After you
test the computer and make sure everything is working properly, you
then can begin to discuss the issue of learning to use a computer by
normalizing it, as discussed in Chapter 7:

“Computers often require instruction to use for the first time,
especially if you’re new to them. I have some great options that I could
discuss with you. First, I'd like to learn a little more about how you
would like to use this system.”

A particularly powerful form of normalizing is the “I”’ technique
that we described in Chapter 4, where we frame things in terms of our
own experience:

“I found computers like these to be really confusing when I first
started using them too. Here are some things that helped me come up
to speed with them. . ..”

Explore the Deeper Question

Note that the statements above included a question about how this
person wanted to use his computer. He may want to communicate
online with his grandchildren, check his investments in the stock mar-
ket, or write his next book in a world that no longer accepts typewrit-
ten manuscripts. Whatever he tells you is valuable data that will help
inform your responses to him.

Once you know this customer’s reasons for using a computer, you
can explore appropriate solutions. If he needs to become comfortable
with a word processor and email, for example, computer training may
be in order. If he simply wants to play games or chat online, a simpler
device, like a tablet computer, may be more appropriate. For some
tasks, you could even explore whether a knowledgeable member of his
household could work with him once you help him set up the com-
puter. Learn what his real wishes are, and then partner with him to
help make them happen.
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Make the Customer Feel Good

Finally, the most subtle point here is that this customer was really
annoying at first. His behavior was a perfect trifecta when he came
into your store: arrogant, wrong, and not terribly well-informed.
Human nature often leads us to “correct” customers like this one—
and when we do, we often pay a price in bad reactions and lost busi-
ness. Instead, start thinking how to make this customer feel good for
giving you his business.

In the middle of his bluster, this customer has handed you several
important pieces of information. He used to be a professor. He feels
he is intelligent (and perhaps, by corollary, doesn’t feel appreciated
for it at his age). He is persistent enough to keep returning computers.
You can leverage these facts to help build a relationship, by doing
things like:

» Asking about what he used to teach as a professor

» Normalizing the situation by mentioning other intelligent
people you know who had issues when first using a computer

» Talking about how much he will enjoy doing what he plans to
do with the system

» Sharing how someone with his talents often learns quickly

» Giving him credit for trying hard to resolve the issue

In Chapter 10, we talked about reaffirming the customer relation-
ship, or even thanking a difficult customer, as you wrap up the transac-
tion. By helping this customer feel good about a potentially
embarrassing situation, and by helping this product benefit him, you
may well gain an appreciative customer for life.
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When Talking Isn't
Enough: Keeping
Yourself and Your
Customer Safe

DID YOU KNow that increasing the price of your fast food can be
dangerous? According to a March 2011 article in the Colorado Springs
(CO) Gazette, after a man picked up seven crunchy beef burritos at a
restaurant and discovered that each of them now cost fifty cents more,
he fired at an employee with an air rifle. After police were called, he
fired at officers with an assault rifle and barricaded himself in a hotel
room before being charged with attempted murder.

On the one hand, serving the public is statistically one of the safest
professions you can choose. According to the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics and the National Lightning Safety Institute, you are almost twenty
times more likely to be struck by lightning than to die at the hands of
a customer. On the other hand, an average of about sixty people are
killed by customers every year in the United States, and hundreds
more are injured. Customer rage can be aimed at anyone, no matter
how well he or she communicates, for reasons that range from extreme
frustration to mental instability.

As a result, every person (and every employer) who serves the pub-
lic needs a safety plan for recognizing serious issues, calling for help,
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and physically removing oneself from a dangerous situation. In this
chapter, we explore how you can tell when a customer situation is
getting out of hand and what to do to keep yourself safe.

Situational Awareness: Trusting Your Gut

This book focuses on the idea that saying the right things, at the right
time, can calm down a difficult situation. At the same time, it is a
dangerous fallacy to believe that you can talk your way out of any-
thing. Sadly, there are people who have bad intentions or cannot be
reasoned with, and situations where communications skills alone are
not sufficient. As a result, an important part of your tool kit for serving
the public is developing a skill we refer to as situational awareness, a
term originally applied to military conflict scenarios. It involves
becoming aware of your surroundings and trusting your own percep-
tions when a situation might get out of hand. Here are some examples
of putting it into action:

» Someone who comes into your retail store acts unusually
agitated or evasive. You respond by making eye contact with
the customer and acknowledging him, and by getting a
colleague on the floor as backup.

» A group of rough-looking teenagers at your video arcade are
loud and disruptive. You alert security in case their behavior
shifts to damaging property or harassing other customers.

» One of the patients at your psychiatric hospital has just
received the news that her regular counselor has left for a new
position. The patient is very upset about this and is not eating
or sleeping well. You make sure that you and others on your
team treat this patient with caring and compassion during
what is likely to be a difficult transition period.

In each of these cases, you actively look for cues that might con-
cern you, or situations that fall far outside your norms. Some of these
might include:
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Visible agitation or distress
Avoiding eye contact or trying to stay invisible
A disregard for the rules or norms of your establishment

Talking incoherently or suspiciously

vV v v Vv VY

A stated or unstated sense of powerlessness on the part of the
customer

Situations with major consequences for the customer

A group of people who appear to be threatening or confronta-
tional

This is where the second and perhaps most important part of situ-
ational awareness comes in: trusting your gut when it tells you to be
careful, or to take action. It may feel funny to call for help when a
boisterous group of people may just be celebrating a football victory,
or to get backup when a visibly upset customer may have simply had
an argument with a spouse. But when things go wrong, it often hap-
pens because we underreact instead of overreact to a situation. So lis-
ten closely to that voice inside your head, and take what it tells you
seriously.

The Disorderly Customer

Not all difficult customers are necessarily angry ones. People may act
out or cause a disturbance for a wide range of reasons, including mental
health issues, having too much to drink, or being part of a “wolf pack”
intent on causing trouble. How do you try to keep these situations
under control?

Lieutenant Chauncey Bennett Ill of the New York State University
Police, who has plenty of experience dealing with disorderly people on
college campuses, recommends a calm and nonthreatening approach:
“Use good nonverbal body language, such as keeping your open palms
visible, as you approach people and start talking with them. If they
respond in a way that is irrational or threatening, use statements like,
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‘Please know | am here to help you . .. can you allow me to do that?
or ‘Is there anything | can say or do to avoid this situation getting worse
so that | can help you?”

When verbal techniques are not effective, Bennett trains people to
recognize “fight or flight” body movements in other people, such as
transitioning to terse or monosyllabic answers, making less eye contact,
looking around quickly or looking “through” you, or clenching their fists
or jaw muscles. These are danger signals that the situation may escalate
into a physical confrontation. In cases like these, he recommends
increasing the distance between you and the other person, continuing
to keep your palms open and visible, and giving the person the choice
between allowing you to help versus calling for assistance.

So what happens when an entire group is acting disorderly? Ben-
nett feels that situations like that should be left to professionals with
appropriate tools at their disposal. Here is how these professionals
often intervene: “We frequently try to identify the group leader, take
that person to the side, and explain that we need their help to assure a
positive outcome to this situation. By building rapport, and letting them
know that we will work to assist them if they help us calm down the
situation, we can often very quickly bring some order to a disorderly
incident.”

Reacting to Risk

What are your choices when a customer’s behavior doesn’t feel right
to you, or starts to cross the line from difficult to unsafe?

When things go wrong on an airplane, such as the loss of an
engine, pilots have a checklist they follow to manage the emergency.
Ideally, you want to have a checklist for your most threatening situa-
tions as well, one that helps mitigate the possible risk for you and your
customer. Here are some possible courses of action.

Make Your Presence Known

When customers act suspiciously—and particularly in cases where you
feel they may be planning theft or vandalism—retailers often advise
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greeting these customers or at least making eye contact with them to
let them know you are aware of them.

Bring in Backup

There is safety in numbers. When you have more than one person
visible and on duty, it proactively lessens the possibility that a cus-
tomer will act out dangerously and provides more staff to handle a
situation.

Maintain Physical Space

Normally, being physically close to a customer shows interest. When
someone is acting suspiciously, however, keeping a safe distance
increases your reaction time and provides a margin of safety in case a
customer starts to react.

Know Your Escape Routes

A good rule of thumb is to never let an upset customer get between
you and your path of exit. For example, psychotherapists who work
with potentially dangerous patients generally make it a point to sit
between the patient and the door, and often have access to a panic
button that alerts others to a critical situation.

Speak to the Other Person’s Interest

When hostage negotiators show up at the scene of a crisis situation,
the first thing they usually do is check in with the hostage taker and
offer to help. Do not presume that words alone are sufficient to man-
age a true crisis, but when you must speak, maintain a calm and helpful
presence, even as you attempt to set boundaries.

Good crisis managers know how to normalize situations, by fram-
ing them with words that make things seem normal and beneficial to
the customer. For instance, a neighbor of mine who works in retail
security often tells shoplifters he catches that it would be more bene-
ficial to come back to the store with him rather than having him call
the police—and usually they come willingly. By taking situations
where most of us get tense and bark out orders, and instead turning
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them into productive dialogue, we help everyone calm down and de-
escalate the situation.

Words That Saved a Life

If someone was on a murderous rampage, would you be able to talk
him into keeping you both safe? Even though what follows is not a
customer situation, it has important lessons for how service profession-
als should react in a crisis.

When waitress Ashley Smith came home late one night from her
shift at an Atlanta-area restaurant in March 2005, she had no idea that
the man accosting her in the parking lot had killed five people over the
course of a day that started with a dramatic courthouse rampage and
escape. While tied up and held hostage in her apartment, she tried to
calm the man down by sharing stories of her own tough life. Soon he
trusted her enough to untie her. As he watched the drama of the police
hunt for him unfold on television, she encouraged him by saying that
his situation was not hopeless and sharing stories from the Bible and
the book The Purpose-Driven Life. Later she offered to cook him break-
fast and further earned his trust by helping him dispose of his stolen
truck.

Within several hours, the suspect finally allowed her to leave her
apartment, after which she contacted the authorities and he was appre-
hended without incident. According to a police spokesperson, she sur-
vived because she “managed to make a rapport with him and made
herself a person, not just an object.”

Don’t Go It Alone: Have a Safety Plan

When it comes to keeping yourself safe with customers, perhaps the
most important advice is to get everyone in your organization on the
same page. An organization is only as strong as its weakest link, and
crisis-management skills are useless if only a chosen few people know
them.

American Managememt Association * www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

WHEN TALKING ISN'T ENOUGH 163

If you work with the public, you and your organization should
have a safety plan that teaches everyone what to do in an emergency.
For a customer-contact organization, elements of a good safety plan
might include the following:

» Crisis prevention. Teach people how to recognize situations
that have the potential to erupt, together with guidelines to
try to prevent them from happening in the first place.

» How to react in common crisis situations. For example,
many retail organizations have a policy of not fighting or
resisting robbers, knowing that a single misguided employee
could provoke reactions that get people hurt or killed.

» Your communications plan. Make sure everyone knows
whom to call, with up-to-date contact information, including
the order of preference in which people should be contacted.
Be sure to include outside authorities such as police, fire, or
paramedics.

» What to say and not say. Human nature often takes over in
a crisis, but when it leads people to respond with anger or
agitation, the result can be a very bad outcome. Teach people
how to respond in ways that defuse the situation.

» Physical safety. Document ways to evacuate or retreat to a
secure location in the event that a situation becomes
dangerous.

Remember, working with the public is generally very safe. Many,
if not most, customer-contact professionals will go through their
entire careers and never encounter a truly dangerous situation. And
good communications skills, like the ones you are learning in this
book, can go a long way toward keeping things safe in the first place.
But with a small amount of planning and preparation, you and your
team can be better equipped to help even crisis situations come to a
successful resolution.
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From Customer Crisis
to Excellent Service:
Lessons for the Whole
Organization

MANY PEOPLE look at the skills in this book as mainly being impor-
tant for one thing: handling difficult customer situations. I would like
you to rethink this idea.

My experience is that the benefits of critical customer skills go
far beyond customer interactions. Deployed properly, as part of an
integrated approach to training, coaching, and employee orientation,
these tools can fundamentally change the morale, turnover, service
quality, and success of your entire workplace. As we close, let’s look
at how you can use crisis communications skills as a foundation for

success.

Creating a Service Culture
Every workplace on the face of the earth will tell you that it should
deliver good customer service. In my view—and more important, my
experience—teaching everyone critical customer skills is the key to
making this happen.

Many organizations mistakenly believe that good service is a mat-
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ter of attitude. Yet it is difficult, if not impossible, to succeed by asking
grown men and women to change their attitudes. In my experience as
a manager and consultant, real change comes from creating a culture
of continuous growth and learning—in other words, by teaching peo-
ple valuable life skills and making them part of something bigger than
themselves.

People fundamentally do not like being told how to feel or how to
behave. At the same time, most of us love learning new skills that
improve our lives. And when you give everyone the same kinds of
skills that other crisis professionals use, you give them the gift of con-
fidence and leadership. This, in turn, always leads to dramatically bet-
ter service.

Watch Me Handle This

Once | was shadowing agents at a large call-center operation as part of
a consulting visit. As soon as | sat down with one woman a customer
came on the line, and it was clear that he wasn’t happy—because |
could hear him shouting right through the earpiece of her headset.
Then this agent put him on hold, turned to me with a smile, and said
quietly, “Watch me handle this.”

Then she went back to the call and nailed it with the perfection of
Michael Jordan sinking a three-pointer. She acknowledged his frustra-
tions, validated his concerns, and laid out his options in a way that
made her sound like his best friend and advocate.

In my own career of managing customer support operations, some-
times when an upset customer would demand to “speak to the man-
ager"—that would be me—some of my agents would sit in my office
and listen to us talk on the speakerphone. Of course, my goal was to
send the customer away happy. But | also had another equally impor-
tant objective: showing my team how to go into these situations with
confidence.
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Managing Internal Conflict

Do you work with people who gossip? Are backstabbers? Create
drama on a regular basis? Or perhaps have retired on the job and
forgot to tell you about it?

Guess what? All of these people are difficult customers too—
difficult internal customers. And the way you address these energy-
sapping, productivity-killing behaviors is by using exactly the same
kinds of communications skills that you use with difficult external cus-
tomers.

Scratch the surface of most workplaces and you will usually find
these behaviors being handled through anger, frustration, or punish-
ment. Unfortunately, these approaches rarely work well. But when
people learn to speak to the interests and positions of others, using
strength-based communication, everything changes.

When I am called in as a therapist to do workplace interventions
with teams in conflict, the vast majority of my work involves using
exactly the same kinds of communications skills taught in this book
for handling challenging customer situations. By learning and practic-
ing these skills, employees and managers alike can become their own
“therapists” and help create a more harmonious and productive work-
place.

How to Talk to a Backstabber

In live workshops, | often ask attendees how they would talk to people
who are “stabbing them in the back”—in other words, saying negative
things about them to others. Their answers are almost always the same:
Confront them, call them on their behavior, and demand they stop it.

Next, | ask for a show of hands of how many of them have never,
ever expressed an opinion about someone at work. No one ever raises
a hand, of course. Then | point out that although | intentionally used
the emotionally charged phrase “stabbing them in the back” to
describe this behavior, in reality it is something nearly everyone nor-
mally does.
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Then we look at what they might say in order to productively open
dialogue, and often end up with something like this: “You probably
don't feel you get a fair shake here. You might think some people get
breaks that you don’t. You probably even talk about people here to
others, just like | do. I'd like to see if there are ways we could work
together in the future so | could support you. What do you think?”

Personal Growth

I speak forty to fifty times a year all over North America. Do you
know what the most common comment is that I hear from these audi-
ences after I speak?

“I can’t wait to try these techniques at home!”

There is actually some good science behind this statement. Many
of the techniques described in this book spring from theories of mar-
riage and family therapy, designed around working with couples and
families in conflict. The same skills that calm down customers can also
open dialogue with your partner, your parents, your teenagers, or your
mother-in-law.

So if you teach your team members how to defuse customer con-
flict, you are giving them skills that impact the rest of their lives in a
positive way. Their daily work with customers reinforces these skills
and helps them foster good family and workplace relationships, which
in turn leads to happier employees. It is a win-win situation that costs
the organization little or nothing.

This point was driven home to me recently after I had taught a
workshop in acknowledgment skills. One workshop participant came
up to me with a broad smile of recognition on her face. She exclaimed,
“Now I finally understand my husband! He is an interrogator with a
national law enforcement agency, and he is so good with people. No
one can ever get in an argument with him!” (Hopefully, she can now
match him skill for skill at the dinner table.) Crisis skills are life enhan-
cing, and with the right environment at work, they can become conta-
gious.
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Communicating as an Organization

Finally, communications skills for difficult situations can often
become the hallmark of a great organization, particularly in its most
critical and public moments.

History is full of examples of corporations that issued short-
sighted and self-serving statements that damaged their public reputa-
tions, often at the worst possible times. By contrast, good crisis com-
munication has often been part of the signature moments of many
companies. Witness, for example, the very public and detailed apology
from JetBlue’s CEO after hundreds of its passengers were stranded in
an ice storm in 2007, or how Johnson & Johnson handled the Tylenol-
tampering scandal of the 1980s. The very same skills we discuss in this
book for customer crises, such as owning criticism and acknowledging
other people’s positions, apply at the highest level of the boardroom
as well.

At a deeper level, organizations also brand themselves in the ways
that they communicate day in and day out with their employees.
Understanding how to use language effectively can serve as an anti-
dote to the bland, infuriating corporate twaddle that often announces
changes ranging from new rules to layoffs. The same skills that create
good customer service, when deployed across an entire organization,
can form the foundation for a workplace that is liked and trusted by
everyone.

Creating an Organizational Apology

In 1987, it came to light that Chrysler Motors had sold as new cars
vehicles that had actually been test-driven by its managers with the
odometers disconnected, and even in some cases damaged in acci-
dents and repaired. This led to substantial negative publicity and
declining showroom traffic.

In the face of this crisis, Chrysler’s then-chairman, Lee lacocca,
crafted a legendary apology. He expressed concern for Chrysler’s cus-
tomers and their faith in the company, promised to make things right,
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and then took complete ownership for what happened in refreshingly
blunt language: “We did do something to make our customers question
their faith in us—two things, in fact. . . . The first thing was just dumb,
[and] the second, | think, went beyond dumb, and reached all the way
out to stupid.” He then closed by apologizing and promising that the
situation would never happen again.

According to communications expert John Kador, author of the
book Effective Apology, lacocca’s handling of this customer-satisfaction
crisis was pitch-perfect. “First, he acknowledged that the customer had
a legitimate grievance. Second, he accepted full responsibility, effec-
tively saying that, ‘I agree with you. We messed up.” Third, he apolo-
gized by being very direct, without equivocation.”

The net result was that Chrysler ultimately survived the crisis. As
Kador notes, “If you empathize, admit the error, accept responsibility,
say you're sorry, provide restitution, and promise not to do it again, you
will find that most customers will be incredibly forgiving and become
stronger allies for your brand.”

The Bottom Line

If I could choose just one thing that would create happy customers,
happy employees, sales increases, and successful organizations, it
would be teaching everyone how to communicate successfully with
their most difficult customers. The reason I am so passionate about
these skills is that I have seen them work so well, and so consistently,
for organizations I have managed and consulted for.

There is a personal side to this journey for me. I grew up
extremely conflict avoidant. The thought of being confronted by peo-
ple was incredibly frightening for me. Early in life, I felt that the abil-
ity to handle difficult situations was the exclusive domain of people
who were somehow stronger, braver, or smarter than I was. As I grew
into adulthood and studied psychology, it was a life-changing gift to
discover that these talents were simply a matter of linguistics. And
today I live a very happy life putting myself into the worst customer
service situations you can imagine, week after week.
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My goal is to give the same gift to you and to your organization—
the gift of confidence. And the gift of effective negotiation. And the
gift of organizational growth. And, above all, the gift of sending more
customers away happy than you could have ever imagined possible.
Use it, teach it, and spread it far and wide. Best of success!
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APPENDIX

Solutions to Putting
Learning into Practice
Exercises

Chapter 2: Leaning Into Criticism

1.

You work for a large rental company. A customer marches in and says, “The
tent you put up for us leaked and everyone got drenched, along with their
meals! You’ve completely ruined our son’s graduation party.” What is your
response?

A: Paraphrase the situation: “My goodness, it sounds like this made a complete

mess of your big event! Tell me more about what happened.”

The utility company you work for mistakenly sent disconnection notices to
several thousand people because of a computer error, and—lucky you—you
are on the phones today answering one call after another from customers
who are furious about this. What is the first thing you say to each person?

A: Mirror the person’s emotions: “We made a mistake that has been incredi-

bly frustrating for you and thousands of other customers, and we want to apolo-

gize for that.”

You are a young doctor and get a surprise visit from a patient you saw yester-
day. “Look at me!” she exclaims. She is covered from head to toe in a rash
caused by the medication you prescribed for her the day before. What do
you say now?

171
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A: Steal her best lines: “Wow, this medication has had some terrible side
effects for you! How are you feeling right now?”

Chapter 3: Achieving Deep Acknowledgment

1. A customer storms up to you and declares, “Your crew did a terrible job of

landscaping on my property! See how uneven this line of shrubs is? I'm going
to tell all my neighbors to stay away from your company!” How might you
paraphrase what she is saying?

A: “It sounds like we didn’t do what you were expecting at all here, starting with
these shrubs. Tell me more.”

2. How would you make an observation about what she is thinking and feeling?

A: “We obviously made you very unhappy with this job.”

3. What might you say to validate her feelings?

A: “No one wants his or her home to look bad.”

4. What could you say that would show her that you personally identify with
her, in a way that doesn’t bash your employer?

A: “I wouldn’t want my own property to look less than perfect either. Let’s see
what we can do here.”

Chapter 4: Avoiding Trigger Phrases

1. A customer’s child is running amok in your store, pulling merchandise off
the shelves and throwing it around. What do you say to the parent?

A: Don’t give orders to the customer: “Your child is obviously having a good
time. Let’s try to distract him from the merchandise together.”

2. A customer finally gets to the front of a line, but it turns out to be the wrong
one. Now you have to tell him that he must wait in yet another long line.
What can you say that won’t make this person angry?

A: Avoid blaming the customer or using catchphrases like “I’m sorry”: “I
know exactly where you need to go for this. Unfortunately, it involves one more
line, and I apologize that you had to wait in this one. The clerk handling that line
over there will be able to take care of you.”
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3. A customer is angrily complaining that his new digital camera doesn’t work.
As he demonstrates the problem, it is clear that he is pressing the wrong
button to try to turn it on. What do you first say to him?

A: Normalize the situation: “These cameras confuse lots of people. I see this
all the time. Let me show you how to get this working.”

4. A woman is talking loudly on her cell phone in the dining room of the golf
club where you work. This is against the rules of the club, and other people
are complaining. How can you ‘“educate” this person without being
insulting?

A: Avoid using a one-sided explanation: “Since our dining room is a quiet
zone, we have an area outside the dining room where you can use your cell phone
freely. I’ll be glad to show you where you can go when you need to take a call.”

Chapter 5: Divide and Conquer: The Safe Way to Deliver
Bad News

1. Someone is trying to return a broken laptop to your store for a refund. The
screen is cracked, there is a muddy footprint on it, and it is clear that the
customer caused the damage. What might be a good way to begin your
response?

A: Use a good introduction to frame the situation: “It looks like you had
some accidental damage here. Let me walk you through what the warranty covers
in a situation like this.”

2. What kind of explanation might you give about refusing him a refund?

A: Give lots of details: “We do have warranties that cover accidental damage.
They cost extra and have to be purchased before an incident like this. In your
case, you have a manufacturer’s warranty that covers defects in the product—for
example, if it came from the factory not working. Because damaged merchandise
is nonreturnable, we’ll need to look at some options beyond the warranty cover-
age here.”

3. The customer responds by complaining about how expensive laptops are and
wondering why a big, profitable chain like yours can’t just take this computer
back. How would you reply?

A: Give an empathetic response. ‘“You're right, laptops are a big expense. I
wish we had better coverage for accidents like this. No one expects situations like
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this to happen after spending this much money. I don’t blame you for trying to
return this.”

4. What options might you offer this customer to try to make the best of the
situation?

A: Review the options as an ally. “Here are some options that might lessen
the financial impact of this situation. First, even though the screen is damaged,
the rest of the computer appears to be working. If you wish, an inexpensive con-
verter might allow you to still use this computer with another monitor or your
television set. Second, even broken computers do have some salvage value, and
people sometimes sell them via channels such as eBay. Third, you might explore
taking a tax deduction for this situation as a casualty loss or a business expense.
Depending on your tax bracket, this might represent a substantial discount on
your next computer. Finally, given what happened, I would be willing to offer
you our best discount if you decide to purchase a new computer.”

Chapter 6: Powerful Problem Solving: Beyond “Yes We
Can” and “No We Can't”

1. Your valet parking attendant just dented a customer’s expensive car. The
owner is demanding a brand new car, claiming that you “ruined” it and that
it will never be right again. How do you respond?

A: After apologizing for the damage, acknowledge the customer’s view as
he sees it and focus on what you can do: “This is a really expensive, high-
performance car, and I would certainly want this situation to be made whole if it
were me too. The least we can do is have this damage assessed by an expert who
can get your input. What dealer do you normally work with?”

2. A customer is complaining that he and his family were forced to sit in front
of several loud, drunken fans at your ballpark, and is demanding a refund of
everyone’s tickets. You have a no-refund policy. What would you say in

response to his demands for a refund?

A: Acknowledge the customer and paint a better future: “It sounds like you
and your family had a miserable time. Here are a couple of things we can do for
you. First, if you ever come back to the ballpark again, I want you to know that
our security team is here to help you if you ever run into a situation like this
again—ijust stop by this office. Second, even though we have a no-refund policy,
I would like to offer you a discount voucher, because it would be great to have

you come back and enjoy another game with us.”
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3. Someone insists on cutting ahead of a long line because she is in a rush.
What could you say to her?

A: Use the transitional phrase “even though” to focus on solutions: “It
looks like you’re in a rush. Even though we have to help these people first, we
can probably get to you within the next ten minutes. Would that work for you?”

’

(If the answer is “no,” explore other options: stating how late you are open,

calling in an order, and so on.)

4. A young man was ordered to leave your store after shouting and cursing at
your employees when he was refused a refund. Now his mother, who has
only heard his side of the story, has come in demanding a formal apology.
How might you first address her?

A: Validate the mother’s agenda and ask to hear her view of the situation:
“No one wants to feel like their child was disrespected. How did he describe the
situation to you?” If you later correct her version of events, do so empathetically:
“Your son was probably very upset, and may not have even realized how he was
reacting. We certainly want to be fair both to him and to our employees. If he
can express his concerns in the future without resorting to shouting and foul
language, we would be happy to welcome him back to our store again.”

Chapter 7: Reframing Your Message

1. You are going to arrive much later than expected for a plumbing appoint-
ment. You know from experience that this customer gets upset about every-
thing. What could you say to lessen the intensity of his reaction?

A: Use normalizing: “Sometimes we have unexpected delays with plumbing
problems, so today we’re running a lot later than I would like. The good news is
that I can still get to you today, if you wish. Would it work for you if I came
around 4 p.m.?”

2. A season ticket holder of the professional football team you work for is being
informed that his seats are being moved to a less-desirable section so more
luxury boxes can be built at your stadium. How would you deliver this news?

A: Use relative value: “Despite the impact of the construction, we will be able
to relocate you to a section that is within the same quadrant of the stadium,
within four rows of your original seats.”

3. You are telling one of the patients at your clinic that she has been reported
to a credit bureau for not paying her bill on time. How would you word this?
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A: Use context framing: “’This is a very common situation, and as long as we
can work with you to get current on your balance, there shouldn’t be a long-term
impact on your credit.”

4. A customer is extremely loud and abrasive as she describes a haircut she felt
went badly at your salon. Your manager hears this and rushes over. How
would you explain the situation to the manager?

A: Use neutral terms to describe the customer’s behavior, but do not mini-
mize her concerns: “Sally was sharing her concerns with me about a haircut
that she was extremely unhappy about.”

Chapter 8: Grounding an Angry Outburst

For all three of these scenarios, the approach is similar: (a) use the highest level
of acknowledgment possible, (b) ask good assessment questions, and (c) shift the
focus to problem solving.

1. You are a hospital administrator, and a mother is furious about her son’s
treatment: the delays, the pain, the lack of communication. How should you
respond?

A: “Being in a hospital is frightening enough. I certainly wouldn’t want my child
to be in pain, and in the dark, in a situation like this, so I'm very glad you came
to see me. First, let me ask: How is your son doing right now? Is he still in pain?
Next, I would like to learn more about what happened here. I really appreciate
your input. Now, what can we do to make things right for your son for the rest
of his stay?”

2. One of your home-remodeling clients calls, enraged that your crew acciden-
tally shattered a prized stained glass window at her house. This situation was
totally your fault. How do you respond?

A: “I can’t even imagine how upset you must be about having such a beautiful
window damaged. I remember it well, and it is one of the showpieces of your
house. First, I want to sincerely apologize for such a terrible mishap. Now, could
you describe the damage for me? How much of the window was affected? Are
there any safety issues I should know about, like sharp edges of glass? . . . I want
to stop by as soon as possible to see what we can do to make this right. When
would be a good time for you?”
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3. A woman is very angry about her lawn mower breaking down again. After
you have asked a few questions, it is clear to you that she is misusing it on
terrain it was never intended for. Nonetheless, she feels the problem is your
fault. What do you say?

A: “I can see how frustrated you are—this is probably the fourth time you've
had to bring this mower back for repairs! So let’s try to get to the bottom of this.
"Tell me about the area you are mowing. Is it flat? Are there any roots or branches
under your path? What are the grass and the vegetation like? . . . I think I see
where the problem might be. You are describing the kind of terrain that we nor-
mally use a heavy-duty mower for. Let me walk you through some options.”

Chapter 9: Becoming Immune to Intimidation

1. You run a small wholesale business, and a new customer is offering you a
large contract, but he tells you your prices are ridiculous and insists on a 40
percent discount, similar to what he says everyone else would offer him. You
still would like his business. What do you say in response?

A: Accept his self-importance: ‘It sounds like you do a good job of watching
your costs. Let me go over what kinds of quantity discounts I can offer you on
premium stock items like these.”

2. You explain to a customer that she will need to pay for a repair, and she
replies tartly, “I don’t usually deal with people at your level anyway.” What
is your reply?

A: Use fogging: “Sometimes people do want to speak to a manager about situa-

tions like these, and you are welcome to do so. I apologize that I can’t waive the

repair fee.”

3. A diner expresses dissatisfaction with his meal and wants you to cancel the
bill for his entire party of eight. He is threatening to contact a local food
critic if you don’t. How do you respond to this?

A: Underreact to the threat: “I apologize that you weren’t happy with your
meal, and I wouldn’t dream of telling you whom not to talk to. If it would help,
I am prepared to offer you a discount on tonight’s bill.”

Chapter 10: The Wrap-Up

1. A customer angrily demanded a refund for a product after going on at great
length about how horrible it was. She didn’t realize that you would be more

American Managememt Association ¢ www.amanet.org


www.amanet.org

178 APPENDIX

than happy to give her a refund, and now she looks a little embarrassed about
her behavior. What do you say?

A: Normalize the situation: “Situations like these frustrate a lot of people. In
fact, I reacted very similarly when I was having constant problems with my food
processor. I'm glad we could work this out.”

2. Someone calls your appliance service company and is extremely upset that
no one showed up as scheduled the day before to make a repair. After
rescheduling the appointment, what do you say before hanging up?

A: Provide a verbal receipt: “Let’s reconfirm what our plans are for tomorrow.
We are going to make sure that someone arrives between noon and 2 p.m. at
your house. In the event there are any delays, one of our staff will call you at your
home number. And I want to encourage you to check in with me personally if
there are any problems tomorrow. Finally, I want to apologize again for what
happened yesterday, and we really appreciate your giving us a chance to make
this situation right.”

3. A woman purchased several expensive pieces of equipment at your hardware
store and was very picky and demanding about everything. You sense that
she was getting exasperated with you as she kept pressing you with more
questions. What might you say at the end of the transaction to help preserve
her future business?

A: Reaffirm the customer relationship: “You’ve picked out some very good-
quality pieces of equipment, and I'm glad we could help you. Please come back if
we can help you with anything else in the future.”
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accountability, for behavior, 41
acknowledgment, 37-38, 127, 140,
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achieving deep, 28-39
vs. agreement, 21, 29-30
of anger, 26, 83-84
and calming customer, 146-147
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agreement, acknowledgment vs., 21,
29-30
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anger, 126
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of customer, 81-83, 121
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response to, 17, 28-29, 176-177
shifting discussion, 88-90
vs. toxic entitlement, 95-96
from unexpected, 52
anger management, 145-150
acknowledgment in, 146-147
executing endgame, 149-150
framing response, 148-149
framing situation, 145-146
apology
and lawsuit prevention, 134
organizational, 168-169
public, 129
arrogance, 44
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backup, for risky situation, 161
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examples, 173-174
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bad service, 1
balance of power, 94
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body language, 18, 159
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brainstorming, 124
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call center, managing, 66—67

“Calm down,” 45
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class-action suit, 85
closing, importance of, 110
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as art, xi
with customer, as priority,
126-127
importance of, 169
by organization, 168
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complaints
giving credence to, 25
handing back, 19-20
concerns
minimizing customer’s, 77
for person’s welfare, 118
concert tickets, 125-130
confidence, 3, 9, 92, 100
conflict
internal, 166
shutting down, 26
conflict resolution, 3
confrontation, avoiding, 148
connecting with customers, 140
context framing, 75
corporatespeak, 86
cover charge, 99
crazy customers, 3637
creative service recovery, 127-128
crisis
defusing, 13
management, 8
crisis communications skills, and
toxic entitlement, 95
crisis managers, 161
Critchett, Ryan, 96
criticism, 41
leaning into, 17-27
customer abilities, 151-152
customer rage, 157
customers
accepting self-importance, 97-98
anger of, 81-83, see also anger
communication as priority,
126-127

INDEX

demands of, 25, 26

disorderly, 159-160

frustration of, 140

giving orders to, 42-44

good closings with, 105-109

informing of air travel delays,
139-144

leaning into biggest concerns,
116-117

making them feel good, 153

mirroring emotions, 121-122

reaffirming relationship, 108-109

reframing perceptions of, 76

response to defensiveness, 18

revenge by, 84-86

risk of death from, 157

shared opinions, xi

stupidity of, 46-47

see also difficult customers; toxic
entitlement

customer’s emotions, mirroring,
20-21
customer-satisfaction ratings, 2

dangerous condition, 157-163
Davis, Nancy, 54
death notifications, 54
defending self, 18
avoiding as first response, 23-24
timing of, 132
defensiveness, 90
fear and, 9
delivery services, 24-25
demands of customer, 25, 26
desensitization, systematic, 51
details
in bad news summary, 55-56
questions to ask for, 117-119
dialogue, 144
difficult customers
agenda of, 66
ending relationship, 96
sparing feelings of, 108
thanking, 109-110
wrap-up with, 105-111
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INDEX

discussion, shifting, 88-90
dishonesty, 77

disorderly customer, 159-160
“Don’t worry,” 45

Effective Apology (Kador), 169
emergency, safety plan for, 163
emotion, not showing, 97
emotional reasoning, 143
emotions of customer, 127

avoiding minimizing, 33

mirroring, 20-21, 121-122
empathy

in bad news delivery, 142

in response to customer, 57-59
employee behaviors, 166
“empty chair” technique, 76
endgame, executing, 149-150
entitlement, toxic, 94, 97

vs. anger, 95-96

change and, 102-103
error, overcompensation for, 128
escape routes, and safety, 161
exchanging items, 99
excuses, avoiding, 90
explanations, 12

one-sided, 47-48
extended warranties, 21-22
eye contact, 160

fear
defensiveness and, 9
in service providers, 1
“fight or flight” body movements,
160
first impressions, 129
“first notifiers,” 54
fogging, 94, 98-99
framing question, 123
framing response, 64
and anger management, 148-149
frustration of customers, 140

giving orders to customers, 42-44
Golden Rule, Other, 41
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good closings with customers,
105-109

good intentions, 11-13

good lines, stealing customer’s,
22-23

goodwill, 3

Greenman, Jeff, 13-14

group, disorderly actions, 160

growth, culture of continuous, 165

guessing, in making observations, 33

gut, trusting, 158-159

Hayes, Dennis, 54
honesty, 57, 120, 134
hospitals, 134

hostage negotiators, 161
humiliation, 85, 126

“I” technique, 47
for normalizing, 152
“I understand” phrase, 12
Tacocca, Lee, 168-169
identification, 30, 35-36
“I'm sorry,” 45
incentives, in problem solving,
67-68
informality, in social media, 136
information-gathering questions,
118
injury, 115
insincerity, reframing message and,
77
interest, showing, 124
internal conflict, 166
intimidation, 82, 146
immunity to, 94-104, 177
“It’s OK,” 45

JetBlue, 168
Johnson & Johnson, 168
Josselyn, Jim, 96

Kador, John, Effective Apology, 169
“know who I am,” 121-124
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Labor Statistics Bureau, 157
language, 136
lawsuits, 131-134
apologies for preventing, 134
exploring solutions, 133
framing benefits, 133-134
response to threat, 132
leaders, conflict resolution, 3
leaning into biggest concerns,
116-117
leaning into criticism, 17-27
learning posture, for assessment
questions, 87-88
linguistics, 65, 143
listening, 31-32
importance of, 63
LPFSA (Low Probability Face-
Saving Alternative), 91-92, 122,
124

manager, 115-120

mental illness, 37

minimal encourages, 116

mirroring emotions of customer,
20-21, 121-122, 171

modeling, 47

National Institute of Mental Health,
37
National Lightning Safety Institute,
157
negative expectation, 120
negative publicity, social media and,
135
negotiations, 67-68
“Never mind,” 45
nonreactivity, 94
basics, 97-101
using, 101-102
nonverbal body language, 159
normalizing, 74, 178
“I”” technique for, 152
situation in wrap-up, 107-108

objections, response to, 68—69
observation, 30, 32-34

INDEX

open-ended questions, 14
opening statement, 10-11
options, 122-123
in bad news delivery, 56-57, 141
organization
apology, 168-169
communication by, 168
safety plan, 163
Other Golden Rule, 41
overcompensation, for error, 128

paraphrasing, 14, 20, 30-32, 128,
140
examples, 171
perceptions of customers
challenging, 87
reframing, 76
personal contact, 137
personal growth, 167
personal interest, 124
physical space, and safety, 161
police work, 13
possibilities, focus on, 66—67
preparing for anything, 59-60
proactive summary, in bad news
delivery, 141-142
problem solving, 25, 62-71
clarifying needs, 63-64
examples, 174-175
framing response, 64
incentives in, 67-68
response to objections, 68—-69
shifting discussion to, 88-90
shifting into, 14
public, response to, 129-130
public incident, handling, 125-130
public opinion, 101

questions
for anger assessment, 86—88
asking for details, 117-119
exploring deeper, 152
framing, 123
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open-ended, 14
“Why?,” 88
quick response, in social media, 136

rage, see anger
rapport, establishing in risky situ-
ation, 162
rationalizations, 105
reasoning, emotional, 143
reciprocity, law of, 120
red zone, 92, 118
reframing message, 72—-80
as bad idea, 76-77
context framing, 75
examples, 73-74, 175-176
normalizing in, 74
relative value, 74-75
reframing perceptions of customers,
76
reframing situation in bad news,
142-143
relationship
building, 150
ending with difficult customers, 96
relative value, 74-75
repetition, 149
respect, 126
response
to lawsuit threat, 132
to objections, 68-69
to public, 129-130
in social media, promptness of,
136
response to anger, 17, 28-29
powerful levels, 30-36
response to customer
“can-do” language for threat
response, 119-120
empathy in, 57-59
framing, 64
restitution, 127
revenge, by customer, 84-86
risk of death, 157
reacting to, 160-161
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Robin, Stacy, 96
Roth, Carol, 96-97

safety, 157-163
safety plan, 162-163
self-focused response, vs. empa-
thetic, 58
self-importance, accepting of
customer’s, 97-98
September 11, 2001 tragedy, 14
service culture, creating, 164-165
service providers, war stories of, 7
service recovery, creative, 127-128
setup phrases, 45-46
Shakespeare, William, 8-9
silence, in bad news delivery, 55
Sinclair-Robinson, Karlene, 109
situational awareness, 158-159
Smith, Ashley, 162
Smith, Manuel ]J., When I Say No, 1
Feel Guilty, 98
social media
quelling firestorm, 135-138
quick response in, 136
trusting will of crowd, 137-138
specificity in questions, 88
strength-based communication, 3
stupidity, of customers, 46—47
Super Bowl XLV, 129
systematic desensitization, 51

thanking difficult customers,
109-110
threats
response with “can-do” language,
119-120
underreacting to, 100-101
toxic entitlement, 94, 97
vs. anger, 95-96
trigger phrases, avoiding, 40-50,
136, 172
trust, 3
trusting gut, 158-159
truth, in reframing, 77
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“uh-oh” moment, 7-14

underreacting to threats, 100-101

unexpected, anger from, 52

United Airlines, 135

University of Michigan Health
System, 134

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 157

U.S. National Institute of Mental
Health, 37

validation, 30, 34

purpose of, 35
vengeful customer, 84-86
verbal attacks, fogging and, 99
verbal receipt, 106-107, 178

walkthrough, 52

war stories, of service providers, 7

INDEX

warranties, extended, 21-22
When I Say No, I Feel Guilty (Smith),
98
“who I am,” 121-124
“Who knows?,” 45
“Why?” questions, 88
WIIFM (What’s in it for me), xii, 68
word choice, 72, 136, 143, 152
and saving life, 162
workplaces, employee behaviors, 166
worst-case scenarios, 1, 2-3, 96
learning to handle, 8
worth, thanks as reaffirmation, 109
“Wow” words, 20-21
wrap-up, 105-111, 177-178

YouTube, 85, 131
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