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Eight De-escalation Techniques for Difficult Customer Behaviors

1. Prepare in advance
Avoid “winging it” with the customer.
Have specific verbiage for these COVID situations:
· Not wanting to wear a mask 

· Not willing to socially distance

· Verbally or physically threatening an employee or another customer

· Spitting on an employee or customer

· Wanting to argue and to “be right” that you are wrong

2. When possible, obtain the name of the customer
People respond favorably to their own name.
Ask for the name of the customer early in the conversation and know when to use it as the conversation continues.

“To serve you better, May I ask you what your name is?”

“Would you please tell me your name?”
And then use it in your conversation:

“Mr. James, I understand that you don’t want to wear a mask in the library.

3. Identify and understand their situation
It isn’t always clear what made your customers so difficult. What the customer complains about isn’t always the actual problem. This is where you have the chance to play detective. 

4. Listen without interruption
While dealing with difficult customers, it is crucial to let them say everything they need to say. It is important to understand that all the customer may want is for you to hear them. 
5. Get to “yes”
The customer isn’t always right, yet they are always the customer. And especially when they are difficult, the goal is to get to the first ‘yes’. 
Examples:

Masks are a very controversial subject, would you agree?

Would you like to discuss the mask policy with the manager?

Safety is very important for you, our customers and our library staff. Do you understand our concern?
Start with getting to yes (agreement) on the smaller items first and then build toward the larger concerns. 

6. Suggest realistic steps for resolution
Most often the customer wants to know what can be done. (Definitely not what you can’t do)
Many customer situations escalate because we focus only what we can’t do for the customer. Even if you can’t give them what they want, offer choices whenever possible. Even if that choice is to contact a manager or supervisor if they desire.
7. Slow down and suspend judgement
When someone says or does something you perceive as weird or irrational, try not to judge or discount their feelings. Whether or not you think those feelings are justified, they are real to them. 
8. Do not take their behavior personally

Remain calm, rational, and professional. While you can’t control the person’s behavior, how you respond to their behavior will have a direct effect on whether the situation escalates or defuses.  And you do have control over how you respond to these situations.

Bonus! The power of silence: Allow time for the customer to make a decision
When a customer is emotional, they may not be able to think clearly. Give them a few moments to think through what you’ve said. A person’s stress rises when they feel rushed. 
Example:

Would you like me to check your account to see when the missing item was checked out? (then pause)

Andrew’s Tip: Count silently to five to yourself to make sure you aren’t tempted to fill the silence by saying something.
