“Making it Right”

Below are items that will be helpful to you as an operator if customer complaints occur:

1) Get back to the customer immediately
Make sure you contact the individual within a short period of time after the complaint is registered, preferably within an hour or two (assuming that you can't address the situation on the spot). Remember, you are dealing with a very agitated person, someone who is seething and eager to tell others how you've mistreated him or her. The longer you delay, the more annoyed the unhappy person becomes. If you wait several hours or until the next day to call back or address the customer's concerns, that person will have had ample time to inflict damage on your company's reputation.

2) Listen and Show Empathy
When you contact the customer, encourage him or her to tell you what happened, even if the details have been stated earlier in a written communication or phone message. You do this for two reasons. First, it's therapeutic for the customer to get it off his or her chest one final time, especially when someone is carefully listening. Empathize with the person. For example: "I can see why you were so frustrated when your calls weren't returned." Think about how you'd feel if you were in his or her shoes. Be sincere and never attempt to manipulate the individual.

The second reason to listen to your customer is to gain as much information as possible. The person may add more details than previously reported, making it easier for you to understand his or her dissatisfaction. Listening lets you follow up with the appropriate people in your company, determining ways to prevent this situation from recurring.

3) Admit your mistake
There are some instances where you will not expressly acknowledge fault or confirm your own negligence. However, in the majority of cases, you're not worried about legal consequences. If a representative of your company has been rude or made a mistake, admit it and take responsibility. By doing so, you validate the customer's feelings and diffuse the level of his or her anger.

If, instead, you choose to make excuses or blame the customer, you will make that person even more hostile and resentful (and virtually guarantee that he or she won't remain a customer). So, even if you think the customer is being unreasonable or making a "mountain out of a molehill," it's not worth arguing about who's right and who's wrong.

4) Avoid bureaucracy
Even if you've gotten back to the disgruntled customer immediately, you'll end up infuriating him or her all over again if there are bureaucratic delays before resolving the problem. So don't tell the customer that you need to have further meetings with managers or supervisors to determine whether or not he or she is entitled to receive some concession or discount. This just reinforces the customer's feeling that it's not worth doing business with your organization. Simply put, the person who contacts the customer should have the authority to make a final decision. (Note: If there is really a large amount at stake, promise to get back to the customer within 24 hours and then honor your commitment.)

5) Make a generous offer
Many companies follow the points discussed above -- and then drop the ball. Don't ignore this final step, or you'll wind up losing the customer after all. Remember, your aim is to turn the entire situation around and leave the customer delighted. The reality is that the customer feels you "owe" something to him or her, beyond empathy and an apology. So don't be afraid to reach deep into your pocket and make a tangible and generous offer to that individual.

You might give a considerable discount on the current order, a sizable gift certificate or discount on the next order, free merchandise, etc. Use your imagination, but make the offer such that it far exceeds the customer's expectations. You want that person to think, "Wow, this company feels badly about what happened and really wants to keep my business."

In the long run, you are paying a small price to retain this customer and earn his or her referrals. Your investment will be returned many times over. (Note: This is not a costly strategy, because you should not have many irate customers. If you are getting a high volume of complaints, you must re-evaluate your product or level of service to eliminate these problems in the first place.)

In virtually every business, acquiring new customers is so expensive that you simply can't afford to lose the ones you already have. And if you're truly committed to serving your customers, there's no need to lose their business and their valuable referrals, just because they had one bad experience with your company. In the end, customers will be very forgiving if you show them how much you care about them and value their business.

Of course, there's no guarantee that you'll satisfy every angry customer if you follow these guidelines. Some people will leave no matter what you do. However, you'll find that you will retain most of them, and these customers will eagerly help you grow your business to more profitable levels in the future. 

6) Exceed customer needs and expectations. 

In a highly competitive service environment, meeting customer expectations might not be enough. Successful companies strive to not just meet, but exceed, customer needs and expectations. Nothing impresses a customer more than an employee who goes "above and beyond the call of duty" to ensure total customer satisfaction. Remember it costs six times as much money to acquire a new customer as it does to keep the one you’ve already got.  
