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Connie’s Comments

by Connie Brubaker

“Yes, Iʼm still on hold — is your 
company still in business?”

continued on next page

When customers 

Call center tips for dealing 
with difficult situations 

attack!

In a perfect world, customers call-
ing to complain would never raise 
their voices, would never get angry, 

would never say 
things that would 
make a sailor blush. 

Actually, in a 
perfect world, cus-
tomers would never 
call to complain at 
all — because they 
would never have 
any complaints.

But the reality 
is that no matter 

how good your service, sooner or 
later someone is going to complain 
about something. And that is your 
time to shine.

The art of delivering excep-
tional customer satisfaction 
really lies not in prevent-
ing complaints, but in ad-
dressing them. Help solve a 
customer’s problem, make 
them feel like you value 
and care about them, and you may 
well win a lifelong customer — one 
who will brag about your company to 
friends, family and co-workers. A War-
wick Business School study found that 
53 percent of outstanding customer 
service examples resulted from well-
handled complaints.

On the flip side, if you’re dismis-
sive, patronizing or rude . . . well, stud-
ies show we tend to tell more people 
about negative experiences than posi-
tive ones. So be warned — how you 

handle customer complaints can create 
a major ripple effect, for good or bad.

Because we live in a world pressed 
for time, 73 percent of customers say 
their preferred method of resolving a 
problem is by phone. As a result, call 
centers (outsourced and internal) have 
become increasingly popular. Several 
of my clients, including a telephone 
company, software company and legal 

services office, use 
call centers to han-

dle complaints.
Whether you 

outsource your 
call center or 
handle it inter-
nally, here are 
a few keys for 
turning custom-
er problems into 

business oppor-
tunities:

1. Keep it sim-
ple. A complaint 
process that’s dif-

ficult to access will 
only increase your customer’s 
frustration level. They want to resolve 
their problem as quickly as possible. 
The sooner they talk to a person who 
can actually help, the better. The last 
thing an irate customer wants to hear 
is, “Please hold . . .”
 2. Use active listening. Listen pa-
tiently, without interrupting, until the 
customer has finished. Then summa-

Help your customers 
with active listening

Listening shouldn’t be passive. For it 
to be a true customer service tool, it 

must be an interactive experience.
 When you listen to customers, make 
sure you’re really hearing what they’re 
saying. Don’t make assumptions. Don’t 
jump ahead. Don’t impose your own fil-
ters on the situation.
 Instead, ask questions. Summa-
rize their argument. Make sure you 
understand what’s really at the root of 
the problem — it may not be what you 
think.
 Become proficient at active listening 
and you’ll have discovered a powerful 
customer service tool. Here are just a 
few benefits:

1. It helps you find out what your cus-
tomer wants or needs.

2. It can help prevent misunderstand-
ings and errors.

3. It provides clues about how to im-
prove your services or products.

4. It builds long-term, loyal customer 
relationships.
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“It’s not the tigers and bears that chase customers away. What 
bug customers the most are the mosquitoes and gnats — the little 
things.”      
        — Unknown

rize their complaint, asking “Did I get 
that right?” Ask questions and really 
listen to the answers.
 3. Empathize, even if you don’t 
agree. Your customers aren’t your en-
emy — don’t treat them as though they 
are. Show them that you understand 
and want to help. Don’t become defen-
sive — that will only raise the tempera-
ture of the call. Avoid “stock” responses 
like “I’m sorry, that’s against company 
policy.” Instead, use neutral statements 
like “I can see that you’re upset,” or “I 
don’t blame you for being angry.”  
 4. Don’t make it personal. If a cus-
tomer becomes verbally abusive, don’t 
rise to the bait. Instead, say something 
like, “Have I personally offended you? 

If I have, I’d like to apologize.” This 
may jolt the caller into calming down 
and refocusing on the real problem.
 5. Help them help you solve the 
problem. Again, avoid an antagonis-
tic relationship in favor of a team ap-
proach. Ask, “What exactly can we do 
to make this situation right?” Or sug-
gest a solution and ask their opinion. 
 As frustrating as handling caller 
complaints can be, it’s really a treasure 
chest of customer service possibili-
ties. If you can show callers that you 
understand their complaint and that 
you’re ready to go above and beyond 
to resolve it, odds are good that they’ll 
emerge from the experience more loyal 
customers than they were before!

How’s that for customer service?

Customer complaints offer service opportunities

Barriers to 
Effective Listening

•  Noise
•  Interruptions
•  Daydreaming
•  Technology
•  Stereotypes
•  Trigger words and 

phrases
•  Attitude
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