Telephone Survival 2000

A Customer Service Mini-Guide for the New Millennium

________________________________________________________________
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In This Session You Will Learn

· Variety of techniques to help in your communication with customers, co-workers and even family members.

· We define customer as "someone who depends on the timeliness, quality and accuracy of someone else's work."  

· Most of us have internal partners within our organization or work team, as well as external customers.

· Customer service includes all the things you say or do while helping customers.  It also includes the policies, practices and procedures that affect the customer.  Providing good phone service calls for special skills, especially when something happens to disappoint the other person.  These skills can help create customer loyalty, a pleasant working environment, make your job less stressful, and help you manage the volume of calls you must handle everyday. 
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4 Things Customers Want

· Friendly, caring service (want to feel that their needs are important, i.e. treat the question as if it's the first time you've heard it)

· Flexibility (don't want to hear "no," want you to "jiggle" the system)

· Problem Resolution  (for Business Problems- want you to take responsibility to help them find a solution; for Non-Business Problems- want you to react to their situation with empathy and help them problem-solve)

· Recovery (want mistakes or complaints handled quickly and to their satisfaction; school judged on how you handle mistakes, can build loyalty)
Human-Business Model

· We communicate with people on 2 levels- human and business.  Human needs must be satisfied or the interaction doesn't go well.  Try to enter the conversation on the "human" level before doing business and end on this level as well.  Also use human responses as a productive way to calm an upset customer.
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Caring Responses

These are responses that communicate to a customer that you care about them and their situation:

· Acknowledge - With a warm response or with a comment to something the customer says, e.g. "really, that's great"

· Appreciate- "Thanks" for calling, for your interest in Floyd, etc.

· Affirm- "I think you've made a wise choice by applying for financial aid early"

· Assure- When a customer has a concern you can help with, assure him/her you will be responsible for taking care of it, e.g. "I'll put that in the mail this afternoon"

· Passive listening- Lets the customer know you are still there by responding during his/her story, e.g. "yes, I see"

· Paraphrasing- Is a good way to make sure you understand what the customer is saying by repeating back what has been said using different words.  Particularly useful when a person has a complaint and you want to make sure you understand it clearly, e.g. "so you've left a message and no one has gotten back to you?"

· Positive agreement- Agreeing with the customer about some outside event builds rapport, e.g. "yes, the weather has been horrible for the past few days" 

· Positive close- "Good luck with that Christmas shopping, good bye"
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Hooks

· A hook is any behavior from another person that tends to provoke you to have negative or uncomfortable feelings and unproductive responses.  For example, a customer might say, "I am sick of dealing with you people. You never do anything right."  

· A statement like this is just the "hook" that provokes you to feel frustrated and answer in a defensive way.  The goal is to have a response that will keep you "unhooked."  You can choose to stay unhooked and choose your response even if the customer provokes you.

· Customers can also get "hooked" by our choice of words, tone, and response.  Many times we make judgements about others.  We expect others to behave, think, look, etc. a certain way and when they live up to these expectations we feel comfortable. Conflict often arises when our "expectations" differ from those of others.  However, we must remember that differences in perception are not necessarily right nor wrong--just different.
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Words & Actions to Avoid

Some word and phrases seem to be unproductive in phone interactions and tend to "hook" one of the parties:

· "Have to" or "can't"  (inflammatory phrases that often annoy people)

· "I want you to"  (invites an "I don't care what you want, I'm the customer here" attitude)

· "I'll try"  (often taken as a commitment)

· "Why don't you"  (invites a "yes, but")

· "But"  (tends to cancel everything you've said before it; use "however" or "yet")

· "It's not our policy"  (the word "policy" has a negative connotation.  State the policy without using the word.)

· Jargon - There are many terms that seem perfectly familiar and acceptable to us but that our customers would not understand.  When you use abbreviations and technical terms it puts the customer at a disadvantage and impedes clear communication.

· Impatience - It's not always easy to calmly listen to those who speak in halting or confused manners, whose English is difficult to understand, or who have difficulty hearing.  This is true especially when you have a limited amount of time and several calls waiting.  However, when you discount a customer by interrupting or sounding impatient, you not only run the risk of alienating the customer but costing additional time as well.

Words to Use

· "Will" and "willing" are good words to use to get the job done, e.g. "Will you please…" instead of "you have to…" or "I want you to…"
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Strategies for Handling Angry or Upset Customers

· Use the "Defusing Skills" to defuse the emotion and move on to business

· Use empathy to get on their side.  Basically, the message should be "I know how you feel." Alternative wording to this is: 

· "I can understand that you are concerned"

· "I see what you mean"

· "I hear what you're saying"

· Also use empathy in combination with "feel-felt words."  This is the same as empathy but goes a step further to add another person to the picture:

· "I understand how you feel.  I feel the same way."

· "I know what you mean.  Some of our other students share your view."

· If a customer raises his voice and becomes louder and louder, responding with a voice that grows softer and softer is one way to neutralize that situation and get the customer to stop yelling.

· Responding with an "I" statement instead of a "you" statement is also helpful, e.g. "I'm not sure I understand" instead of "you are not being clear."
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Responding to Complaints

· When a customer complains, use the following steps:

· Use one of the Defusing Skills

· Apologize (include the reason)

· Give information

· Ask a question

· For example, Customer says:  "I don't know why it took you so long to answer the phone. I've been calling for over an hour.  The phone's either busy or just rings and rings!"

· You might say:

· "I understand your concern.  I know I don’t enjoy not being able to get through." (Empathy/Feel-Felt)

· "I'm sorry you had to wait so long." (Apology)

· "Sometimes it takes longer than we expect to get all of the information from each person so that people won't have to call back again." (Information)

· "Now how may I help you today?" (Question)
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Dealing With STRESS
· Each of us is bothered by different kinds of behavior.  For example, some people are comfortable openly disagreeing while others avoid any type of conflict.  When something happens to upset us, we can call that "getting hooked."  When we get hooked and things get overwhelming, we begin to collect negative feelings and finally, just like a balloon, when the pressure gets high enough we may explode and dump those feeling on someone else.

· OR, more likely, a customer who is having a bad day may decide to unload on you.

· There are several ways to stay "unhooked"

· Accept other people and events as they are.

· Assume that behind most behaviors is a positive intention.

· When you need help ask for it.

· Decide not to react to other people's feelings.  (You are willing to help them, yet you will not take responsibility for their feelings, only your own).

· With this technique you stay calm and refuse to be controlled by the feelings of others.  You stay in your "reasoning" mode.

· Do not blame others for the way you react.

· Find other productive ways to "de-stress" each day (always take your lunch away from the office, exercise, talk with a friend, etc).

Offering Options - Strategies for saying "No"

· You are willing but unable to meet the request (against the law, physically impossible)

· Empathy followed by information  (e.g. "I understand this must be very frustrating for you, however, federal guidelines prohibit us from releasing that information over the telephone.  If you would be willing to come into the office I'm sure we can get that taken care of for you.")
· You are able but unwilling to meet the request (things that could be done but would be detrimental to the organization, e.g. accepting money after the cut-off date, etc.)
· When there is no chance the customer's request can be met: respond with empathy followed by options if you have them, or lead to business with a question (e.g. "I know.  That's really disappointing.  Is there some other way we can meet your needs?")
· If you think there is a reasonable chance you can arrange an exception for the customer: respond with empathy, make an effort to do it, if not possible get back with the customer and respond with empathy and offer other options.
Exercises

1. Situations That Cause Concern

Think of situations when customers you talk with over the phone are upset or angry.  List specific situations that occur frequently and that are difficult for customers and cause concern for you.

Examples: customer placed on hold for a long time, customer complaining about service, laptop fees, etc.  For each situation, note how often it happens (weekly, monthly, etc.)

2. Caring Responses

Write a sentence for how you could use each of the caring responses in a phone conversation with a customer who made a typical request.

Examples: "I had to hold a long time.  I need you to send me a catalog, student loan application, etc."

3. Defuse Then Lead to Business

Give examples of defusing skills, then leading to business when confronted by an angry or complaining customer.

Example: "I've been sent to 4 different departments.  You people do NOT have your act together."
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