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	 Angry Customers: A Tip for Navigating
 by Lisa Dau, MA, LP, CEAP (From The Sand Paper, Winter 2011 edition)

	
	



	

	
	
	
	





























When faced with an angry customer, it is easy and natural to assume that the customer wants his or her problem fixed. It’s not that this isn’t true; angry customers do expect you to help them in some concrete way; but this is only part of the solution, and it is the last part of the solution. 





Think about a time where you were interacting with an angry customer and even though you presented a “fix” for the problem, the person was still angry. What is this telling us? It is telling us that a customer, who is angry, wants more than just the problem fixed. He or she wants is to be heard, listened to and to have their reality recognized and acknowledged.





Let me share a personal experience that happened recently, where I was the angry customer. I received delivery of a kayak that I had waited over two months for and not only did it take a long time to arrive, it was also a very expensive kayak.





When I went to pick up the kayak, I noticed the box it was shipped in was damaged. Upon further investigation, the kayak was damaged with scratches and a forklift had put a crack in it. So much anger welled up in me I could physically feel it in my body. I immediately contacted the shipping company and began to vent. The person I was speaking to provided no acknowledgement of my situation and focused only on telling me where to go online and download the insurance papers so I could submit a damaged cargo claim and I could expect that it would take up to 4 months for resolution. As I hung up I was moving into rage. 





As customer service providers, most of us want to try to solve the problem as quickly as possible, and there are many reasons for this. Interacting with angry customers is stressful and we want it to end quickly, maybe we fear conflict, we struggle acknowledging our own or other’s feelings, or we don’t know what to say in these situations. However, when we move too quickly to a fix that typically means we are not providing acknowledgment of what the customer is experiencing. The consequence is that oftentimes the customer is still angry or even angrier at not feeling heard, acknowledged or understood.





A few minutes after talking with the first shipping customer service person, a second representative called me. She immediately apologized for the situation, expressed how frustrating and disappointing this must have been for me and apologized again. She then moved into explaining the claim process and apologized for how this process will take some time and how difficult this was for me having a new kayak, but receiving it damaged and not being able to use it. 





Even though I was still angry, disappointed and frustrated, being heard and acknowledged immediately decreased the intensity of these feelings and I was able to hear, understand and better accept the reality of what she was telling me.





By listening to the customer, and conveying back that you hear and understand the issue and its impacts on the customer, this will decrease the intensity of the interaction. By not doing this, the customer will often remain angry and not in a place where he or she can listen or move toward solving the problem. This creates the scenario of you moving to solve the problem before the customer is "ready", or calm enough to work in that direction. This sometimes results in you having to repeat the same statements or ask the same questions over and over, or have the customer not listening or accepting what you say, or perhaps the customer continuing to vent even when the solution has been presented.





This dynamic of needing to be heard and validated is supported by research. Ronald J. Frederick, Ph.D. (2009) presents data that feelings need to be noticed, they need to be acknowledged, and they need to be identified. Once these feelings are recognized and labeled, they often stop vying for attention. The agitation that is generated decreases and we feel calmer. On a physiological level, simply naming feelings actually calms the feeling center of our brain, dampens the emotional response, decreases emotional distress and puts us back in control.  





Taking all of this into account, a good general rule to follow is that when faced with an angry customer, first focus on acknowledging the feelings and what has upset the customer. Once the customer starts to calm down as a result of having his or her feelings recognized, it is then an opportunity move to solving the problem. You'll find that this will save you, and the customer, a lot of time and energy.





Reference: Frederick, R.J. (2009). Living like you mean it: Use the wisdom and power of your emotions to get the life you really want. Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, CA.
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