Customer Rage

By  Paul Herbig

A new malady is rearing its ugly head in America  (Or perhaps it is an old, old disease with a new name!).  Customer Rage.  Swearing at Customer Reps.  Slamming the phone down hard enough to break the eardrums of the telemarketer on the other end.  Whatever it is, it is becoming an increasingly common affliction.  A previous study decades ago found the number of wronged customers at half the rate of the modern study. 

The Customer Care Alliance found that 8% of frustrated consumers have cursed at a customer-service rep in the past year and an additional 28% have yelled or raised their voices.  Forty-five percent (45%) of households  reported at least one “serious problem” with a product or service and two-thirds of those experienced some sort of rage over how that problem was handled.   Sixteen percent indicated they desired revenge and 3% went the extreme distance, taking legal action.

Customers have reported making an average of 3.5 contacts to resolve these serious problems (a note to managers reading this:  Serious is in the mind of the customer not in your perception of the technical difficulty of the problem).  As to have been expected, the more the contacts required, the higher the level of dissatisfaction, and the higher the likelihood of rage incurring.

One reason for the increase is the technological advancements over the past three decades.  Before, the most common medium of complaints was letter writing.  Now, with the rise of the Internet and 24/7 call centers, the short-attention span of the average consumer, and the immediate gratification culture, problems are immediately reported and anything less than an immediate and appropriate solution will result in customer dissatisfaction.  The complexity of modern products and the ever-increasing number of products the typical customer must deal with add to the potential problem. 

Companies’ standard responses of outsourcing call centers and service/support operations (in many cases overseas) has not helped the situation for in most centers, first-line personnel do not have the authority, training, or inclination to handle the problem immediately, and must forward the customer to managers or specialists.  Even having automated systems, FAQs (frequently asked questions) on their web site that may offer the solution, or speech-recognition systems available to allow the customer to resolve their difficulties on their own, may not be acceptable to the customer and his personal needs (even if their problems are solved, they may still feel angry at the company, having not found a method to vent their anger: it is not the same thing venting at a machine that does not answer back. 

Companies are not responding properly to the customers’ latent desires (only 1% felt they got a chance to vent while just 5% reportedly received an apology and only 18% reported feeling completely satisfied while over half of the complainers reported they had received ‘nothing’ despite all their efforts).  Not doing so can be costly to the company, its reputation, and future sales. Angry customer are “viral” and tend to tell considerable number of friends and associates of their woes with the brand, the product, and the company (the study indicated over ninety percent of the angry customers had done so). 

The final solution is not necessarily throwing a bone to the customer  (free gifts, bonus perks, partial credit or refund) but in  active and non-judgmental listening (62% of customers indicated they wanted a chance to vent and tell their side of the story), acknowledging the problem, apologizing for the conditions that caused the problem (59% wanted such an apology), and working with the customer to speedily resolve the problem. 

Managers must remember the personal side of a customer.  Letting the customer vent all his/her frustrations at you is not necessarily a one-sided street.  Husbands and wives know that after a spouse has done so, guilt will set in, and usually the venting spouse will offer up rewards that are a multiple of the price of venting.  So do companies and customers.  A customer wronged who vents to a rep who then satisfactorily resolves the complaint, will, the morning after, feel guilty, and to atone for his/her sins will become more loyal and tell others of the experience, in a positive manner.  Just as judo uses the other’s own power to allow the victim to throw the aggressor, so too should you the customer’s own venting to further your cause.  Turn a lose-lose into a win-win by just turning the other cheek.  

