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The one thing sure to tie most
store owners’ stomachs into
knots is the unpleasant task of

facing a dissatisfied customer. For
anyone who deals with the public it
is not so much as if you will ever
have to deal with an unhappy cus-
tomer, but when. However, when it
comes to customer complaints all
the news isn’t necessarily bad. Every
successful store owner knows the
importance of providing good cus-
tomer service and believe it or not a
large percentage of all customer
complaints can actually be opportu-
nities to not only satisfy the cus-
tomer but turn him into a walking,
talking goodwill ambassador for
your retail business. 

This logic was confirmed recent-
ly with ArrowTrade by Steve Crist,
owner of W&W Novelty Co., a full line
sporting goods store, located in
Lynchburg, Virginia. “A disgruntled
customer is like a disease,” Crist said,
“you have to do everything you can
to stop the bleeding. It can be tough,
but swallow your pride and do every-

thing you can to resolve the issue.
While word of mouth is the best
advertising available, bad news trav-
els faster then good news. A satisfied
customer will bring other customers
to my shop while a dissatisfied cus-
tomer can drive them away. While I
don’t like to have a dissatisfied cus-
tomer, as crazy as it sounds I look at

them not as a problem but as an
opportunity. If I can turn them
around and resolve their dissatisfac-
tion I may just win a loyal customer
who tells others about our desire to
please.”

However simply wanting to
resolve a customer issue is not good
enough, there are several important
steps involved. When faced with an
unhappy customer take a few min-
utes to thoroughly analyze the com-
plaint. By the time you learn of a cus-
tomer’s dissatisfaction the chances
are pretty good that the customer
has been stewing about his per-
ceived problem for several days. This
means that the customer could be in
a mild to high state of agitation when
you first learn of the problem. That
can be like walking through a door
and getting hit in the face with a
board; your first reaction is to defend
yourself and that will only make the
situation worse.

“It’s important to look at the
problem through the customer’s
eyes and put yourself in their shoes,”
said Debbie Gervasio, Sporting
Goods Manager for Rockingham
Cooperative in Harrisonburg,
Virginia. “I always think of the future
business that the customer might
bring to the shop and I don’t want to
win the battle and lose the war. It is
important to remember that the cus-
tomer is frustrated and often just
allowing them to vent that frustra-
tion goes a long way towards solving

By John Kasun

Debbie Gervasio, Sporting Goods Manager of Rockingham Cooperative, located in
Harrisonburg, Virginia, takes the time to explain the charges on this customer’s bill.
When dealing with customers it is important to remember that perception is reality. In
other words if a customer thinks he has a problem he does and his concerns must be
addressed.
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the problem. In the event a customer
gets excited and raises his voice the
natural reaction is to do the same
but that simply results in escalating
the tensions. I have found that if the
customer raises his voice the best
thing I can do is actually speak lower
and slower. The customer normally
quiets down so he can hear me and
as a result he listens more carefully
and overall this technique normally
has a calming effect.”

“The most difficult thing to learn
when handling a problem is to not
assume you know what is wrong and
take immediate action,” Gervasio
continued. “You must take the time
to learn the full extent of the com-
plaint. This means listening carefully
and asking questions. If as a manag-
er I find it necessary to take over for
a sales associate that cannot resolve
an issue with a customer I take the
time to get the story from both my
sales staff and the customer. It is
only natural for each of their views of
the problem to be different and the
only way for me to get to the heart of
the matter is to hear both sides.
Handling a dissatisfied customer is a

learned process. As a manager it is
my responsibility to teach my sales
staff not only how to handle these
situations but what they are autho-
rized to do before a higher approval
or intervention is required.” 

Both Crist and Gervasio have a
good grip on handling customer res-
olution and feel that by looking at
the problem through their cus-
tomers eyes while seeking an agree-
able solution 99.9 percent of their
customers leave the store happy. I’d
say that’s a pretty good record and
one which I am sure brings business
back to the store.

The majority of dissatisfied cus-
tomers fall into two general cate-
gories; those who feel that the equip-
ment or service purchased was not
as presented and those that have
purchased a piece of equipment that
has failed. While each of these cate-
gories requires a slightly different
technique for proper handling the
techniques do overlap to some
degree and apply to all cases. Lets
look at these general categories indi-
vidually to see how best to handle or
avoid each. 

Circle 11 on Response Card

“Miscommunications and misunderstanding are the root cause of most customer com-
plaints,” says Bill Puruczky, Archery Sales Manager for Hornick’s Sporting Goods located
in Johnstown, Pennsylvania. “I have found that a little time spent making sure the cus-
tomer fully understands his purchase during the sale dramatically decreases problems
after the sale,” stressed Puruczky, shown here on the left.
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At the heart of most misunder-
standings is the simple lack of prop-
er communication. As ArrowTrade
talked to various dealers across the
country it found that the shops
where unhappy customers were a
rarity were proactive in avoiding
misunderstandings and confusion.
Many of their actions were simple
and straightforward. The handling of
warranties, returned checks and the
store’s policy concerning returned
merchandise, with or without a
receipt, were clearly spelled out and
posted. Available in-house services
such as bow tuning, accessory instal-
lation and normal equipment main-
tenance were all stated with the
hourly and specific charges listed.
Clearly establishing and posting
store policies on such matters helps
eliminate misunderstanding, mis-
communications and worse, poten-
tial conflict with a customer. 

Communication however goes
beyond simply posting the store pol-
icy and service prices; it extends to

effectively communicating with the
customer during the sale. While it is
often said in retailing that the cus-
tomer is always right it is equally as
importation that they are making
informed purchase decisions. While
many customers make their pur-
chases based on the shop’s recom-
mendations there are a number who
are knowledgeable enough to know
what best suits their needs. However
in that mix there will always be a few
who are flying by the seat of their
pants. While it is the customers’
money and they have the right to
spend it any way they wish it is still
in your best interest to have them
satisfied with their purchase. Often a
few well directed questions during a
sale can easily head off a potential
problem.

With the high quality of today’s
archery gear there are few real
equipment failures but they do
occur. While a dealer may be within
his rights to tell the customer to
return the defective item to the man-

ufacturer most dealers find that han-
dling the repair or replacement in-
house and then dealing with the
manufacturer themselves for
replacement or credit accomplishes
two things. First it gets the customer
up and running in short order and
quickly diffuses any complaints.
Secondly it builds trust and confi-
dence between the customer and the
shop, a fact that he will surely share
with his friends resulting in positive
word of mouth advertising and more
business through the door. 

There is a saying in the safety
industry that while it is important to
be a good firefighter it is equally as
important to take the precautions to
prevent a fire from starting in the
first place. The secret to reducing the
number of dissatisfied customers is
to take preventative action to mini-
mize the situations that can produce
a potential problem. The key to pre-
vention is communication before
and during the sale. The more a cus-
tomer understands about the equip-
ment and services he purchases as
well as the store policies the less
chance there is for miscommunica-
tions and future problems.

However when all your precau-
tions fail and you are faced with a
dissatisfied customer remember the
following. Remain calm and don’t try
to fix blame but rather focus on solv-
ing the problem. Winning the battle
and losing the war does no one any
good. Do not try to beat the cus-
tomer, instead focus on resolving the
problem. Take time to learn all the
facts and fully understand the cus-
tomer’s concerns. When a resolution
is reached with the customer take
immediate action to correct the
problem. 

Establish an in-store policy for
the proper handling of a dissatisfied
customer and make sure your sales
staff is aware of the policy and what
action they are authorized to take
before seeking assistance from the
manager. While a dissatisfied cus-
tomer can be challenging they pre-
sent an opportunity to change an
unhappy customer into a loyal cus-
tomer and that is well worth the
effort required.  
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