Complaints Pretty Please

By  Paul Herbig

I love complaints.  You should too.  Now I am sure you do not go looking for criticism and that is not what I mean.  Most companies seek to avoid complaints and loathe them as we individually do with bitter criticism.  Obviously it is not fun to talk to an irate customer and even worse to be verbally abused by an upset customer.  A customer with a complaint, no matter how mild of personality, cannot be by definition friendly and smiley about the incident. And I am not talking about intentionally creating situations for the sole purpose of complaints.

Complaints are viewed diametrically opposed by most companies as they truly should see them.  Not as a contest between you and the customer.  Not  as an opportunity for confrontation between you and the customer. Not as a battle with one side ‘winning’ and the other side ‘losing.’  No, you should not view complaints as a lose-lose situation but, rather, a win-win opportunity.  You should view complaints from the customer’s perspective and what they are really trying to tell you. The customer is trying to rectify a conflict and basically are seeking help from you, your company, their partner.  You should look at complaints as a second chance consumers are giving you, a second chance to correct the problem that should never have occurred in the first place., a second chance they are practically begging you to correct.  They want to stay with you otherwise you would never have heard from them again.  “Give me a reason to believe in you once again.”   Think of this as an opportunity that you, the company, have to regain confidence of that customer.  The saying goes  “You don’t get a second chance,” is not true.  The complaint is the second chance.  But the window of opportunity is narrow.

Speed in the response to the complaint is imperative.  Even the smallest action or gesture can alleviate the irate customer.  Providing the sense of regret while providing the customer with a small token of your appreciation will go far (Men will recognize this tactic:  a dozen roses and a note to your significant other will negate many a mistake).  To effectively negate the customer dissatisfaction, one must act quickly and decisively.  No thirty minute waits.  No, ‘I’ll get back to you’.  No, ‘I will forward you to the manager in charge of that department’.  Johnny-on-the-spot must be willing and able to make the decision.   Resolution must be presented immediately and without layers of managerial approval.  

Do this and use complaints as a second chance to turn your customer into an even more loyal customer.  Remember,  Humans are fallible.  We accept humans will error.  What we do not accept is if they will not accept responsibility for their actions and compound the error.  You make a mistake. Big deal, Everyone errors.  I, as the customer, don’t particularly like a mistake being made on my behalf and would prefer not to have had one performed in the first place.  But  whatever happened, happened and the past is already written and hard to erase.  You, as the customer are worried about the future.  By the very fact a customer complained (which, by the way, an estimated ninety percent of those ‘wronged’ will not complain, not say anything, just go away, never to return, gone to talk up your problems to their friends, not exactly the right word-of-mouth you wanted to see) is indicative that they prefer your product or service over another and wish to remain a loyal customer. 

Your best response is to admit the error at once, correct the problem immediately, and proceed with the relationship.  If you follow this procedure and solve the problem as quickly and painlessly as possible, you will have more loyal customers than ever before.  And they, in turn, will tell numerous others how you turned a debacle into a celebration.   

