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How to Work With Difficult Customers

No matter how hard you try to provide excel-
lent customer service, you will experience
unhappy or dissatisfied or just plain difficult

customers. It occurs in every business—more often in
some. 

I don't think it's luck that determines why some
businesses experience fewer difficult customers than
others. In fact, luck has very little to do with any suc-
cessful business. Businesses that rarely encounter diffi-
cult customers do things differently than those that
seem to get many people who are hard to please.
How are they different? They remove the hurdles and

complications to
doing business. They
empower their team
to handle problems
immediately. They
hold team members
accountable to the
standards they have
created for great cus-

tomer service. By doing these things, they eliminate
the potential for upsetting many customers. However,
even these businesses find themselves facing difficult
customers.

How can you diffuse someone who is upset or
unhappy with your service? By giving them what they
want. I don't mean giving into their demands every
time but allowing them to talk about why they are
upset. This is their true desire. They really want
someone to hear exactly why they are upset. In fact,
in most cases their focus shifts from the reason they
got upset to telling someone about why they are
upset. This is tough. It means you often have to stand
in a public place and let someone vent angrily. It
means you have to do this without defending yourself
or making excuses. If you interject a defense, you will
not be giving them the thing they want.

Dealing with difficult 
customers can provide an
opportunity to grow both
your business and your

personal skills.

Retailing

How far do you let this rant go? All the way
(unless it becomes threatening), because they must
get this out. If they don't completely vent it to you,
they will find several (studies show an average of 10)
friends to vent to. That could be very bad for busi-
ness. 

So even after you have stood and listened to
them fully vent about how your company has disap-
pointed them, you are not finished. You next have to
validate their concerns. You need to show that you
understand what they have just told you. That is the
only way they really know you were listening and that
you heard them. You do this by repeating their con-
cerns and asking them if what you are repeating is
correct. If you have done this is a sincere manner, you
will begin to see that that their anger is subsiding and
they are much more relaxed. This is the first step in
creating a new relationship—you have demonstrated
empathy for their situation. Note that I am not say-
ing you have necessarily agreed with everything they
have said. That's not part of the process. What you
have done is allowed them to speak without being
contradicted, and you have proven that you under-
stood their concerns. That shows that you have a
desire to place yourself in their shoes and objectively
view their experience. That is being empathetic. This
is an important first step in creating a relationship. 

Once you have created empathy, you are in posi-
tion to turn a very negative situation into something
positive. You have the chance to prove to a customer
just how valuable he or she is to you. Sometimes it is
very easy to correct the problem and give the cus-
tomer what they want. Other times, it's not so easy.
That's where your true ability to create and grow rela-
tionships is tested. 

Understanding the ways relationships are built
helps this process. You have already demonstrated
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difficult to deal with since you probably didn't even get a
chance to correct their disappointment. One day you wake
up and there is a complaint for the entire world to see. How
do you cope with these new methods of customer com-
plaints?

First, don't allow the threat of this happening to keep
you from participating in Facebook and all the other channels
of interacting with customers. But be aware that the damage
you can suffer due to the ability to broadcast anything to the
world at any time is real. That makes it more important than
ever to create a customer experience that meets and exceeds
expectations. It becomes vital to empower your team to cor-
rect problems before they become viral. 

In addition, follow Internet postings that mention your
company name. You can create this in Google and have an e-
mail sent to you every time your company name is posted. If
someone does post something negative about you, try to use
your POS system to get the person's phone number so you
can call him or her. If they are not in your database, post your
desire to have them call you. Join the conversation online
with the solution and an apology if it is warranted. Joining
into the conversation shows your desire to keep good relation-
ships, and it gives you a forum to announce how you satisfied
this customer. 

Dealing with difficult customers is one of the hardest
parts of business. It is also something that happens in every
business. Try to view these situations as opportunities to
improve your company, grow relationships, and turn negative
feedback into positive results. It can be a real opportunity to
grow both your business and personal skills.  ■
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empathy; the other part of forming this relationship is creating
credibility. This means taking accountability for the situation
and providing an outcome that exceeds expectations. That is
how great relationships are formed. You are taking people who
are on the verge of leaving your business for good and influ-
encing their friends to do the same and showing them that
your business not only cares about them but will go above and
beyond the ordinary to keep them as customers. This new
relationship can create a customer who can become very loyal-
-one that understands how you view them.

These “wow” solutions often cost you money. Think of as
ads that you know will pay off by buying business for many
years to come while diffusing additional damage. So what if
the difficult customer is being unreasonable. So what if what
they want is totally out of line? If the venting and your display
of empathy haven't allowed them time to adjust their
demands, it may be necessary for you to negotiate a more rea-
sonable settlement. If you explain why their demands aren't
something you can satisfy but offer an alternative instead, you
will still be demonstrating your desire to have a relationship.
Better yet, you can start by asking them to suggest an alterna-
tive. It's amazing how little people will often ask for when they
sense you have empathy and are accountable for their satisfac-
tion.

Rarely, you will encounter a difficult customer who is
demanding something totally unreasonable and refuses to
accept an alternative solution. By rarely, I mean events that
should come along once or twice in your professional life. You
may even determine that this customer is too costly to have a
relationship with. When this happens, you will have to tell
them that you are unable to satisfy them. This message is one
that should be used only as a very last resort because it means
that no one wins. 

New types of customer problems have been surfacing in
the Internet age. Today a customer can go online and tell the
world about how bad they think your business is. This is very


