
How to Handle Complaints
Handout
· Listen—Customers often become angry out of frustration because they feel ignored, dismissed, or disrespected.  By actively listening, giving them your full attention and an opportunity to vent, they will often calm down quickly, and may even apologize for being upset.
· Think win-win—By listening more than you talk, you can often help your customers identify the source of their problem and help them move toward a solution that satisfies both parties. 
· Compromise—To find a workable solution, compromise is often necessary.  Keep an open mind and look for creative options.
· Stop talking when you get angry—If you find yourself getting angry, remember that an outburst will only make the situation worse, so go back to listening mode until you can control your temper.
· Talk in specifics—A key strategy when dealing with customer complaints is to direct customers toward specifics.  Try to find out exactly what the person wants you to do and what it will take to resolve the problem.
· Speak up when it’s important—Don’t be afraid to say something if the person has obviously wrong information or has misunderstood something you said.  Saying nothing will lead to more misunderstanding and confusion.
· Think before you speak—Conversations with angry customers can easily become heated and emotional.  Taking time to think before you respond will help prevent an emotional confrontation.
· You might be wrong—If you made a mistake or are wrong about something, admit it and move on.  If you aren’t sure, give the customer the benefit of the doubt and concede the issue.  Don’t worry about saving face or feeling foolish; if you are gracious in admitting a mistake, it will be swiftly forgotten.  But if you refuse to admit an error and customers have to take their issues up the chain of command, be assured they’ll remember it for a long time to come.
· Thank your critics—Criticism isn’t always bad. Don’t forget to thank your customers when their complaint forces you to get better at your job.
· Ask effective questions –Asking questions that are focused on problem solving will help customers feel that they are being listened to and that you are focused on solving their problem. 
Effective Questions for Problem Solving

Effectively handling customer complaints requires careful listening, but it is also important to know what questions to ask to get at the real issue.  It is essential that we understand what customers want and need so that they feel their problems have been addressed.
· Ask background questions to understand the wants and need of customers and to determine whether someone else in the school or district needs to be involved in the resolution of the problem.  
· Examples of background questions:

· I can see you’re upset. How may I help you?

· What needs to be done?

· What can we do right now to fix this problem?

· May I arrange a meeting for you with_________?

· Ask probing questions to identify the real issue and best solution, to gather information and to verify all the facts about the situation.
· Examples of probing questions:

· Can you explain exactly what happened?

· Can you tell me who was involved?

· Where and when did this take place?

· Can you tell me more about that?

· Why do you think this occurred?

· What do you think the problem is exactly?

· How can we resolve this to your satisfaction?

· Ask confirmation questions to check for understanding and obtain additional information from the customer.
· Examples of confirmation questions:

· Let me make sure I’m clear. Did this happen (today, in “D” hall, at 1:00 p.m., etc)?

· So the problem as you see it is (restate what the customer said)?
· Do I have this right? Is my information correct?

· Is there more that I need to know?

· Is there anything else I can do for you at this time?
Additional Notes

Apologize—Don’t focus on blaming someone. An apology is an acknowledgement that things aren’t going right from the customer’s perspective.  A simple, “I’m sorry this has created a problem for you,” can go a long way.
Listen actively—Listening and showing empathy demonstrates that you understand what the customer is saying and that you care. Asking open-ended questions can help you gain and keep control of the situation.
Fix the problem quickly and fairly—( Develop and implement solutions.  ( Involve customers in affirming their relationship with the school.  ( Work for a solution that allows everyone to feel good about the outcome.  Research tells us that if we do these three things well, we will solve 80-90% of complaints we receive. For the remaining 10-20%, we can try these extra steps:
Offer atonement—Go the extra step for the customer. That may mean calling the district office or another department and enlisting a co-worker to help solve the problem.

Keep your promises—Be realistic about what we can and can’t deliver.  It’s a good idea to “under promise and over deliver.” If we tell a parent we’ll call them back by the end of the day with some options, try to do it by noon. That will impress them and demonstrate our commitment to quality service.

Follow-up—Check back to see if your solutions solved the problem.  Every solution isn’t perfect, and you may need to do some fine-tuning to make the solutions fit the customer’s needs.

Most people realize that problems can and will occur, but they also want someone to quickly address the problems.  If you promise to do something for a customer, do it in a timely manner and keep communicating with that person until the problem is resolved.  Your personal attention to the customer will not only improve the image of your school or department, you’ll look like a hero, as well!
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