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Most people in the retail busi-
ness dread dealing with a 
di�  cult customer. Basically, 

the best way to handle a di�  cult cus-
tomer is to head o�  confrontational 
situations before they can develop. It 
reminds me of the old saying, “While it 
is important to know how to � ght a � re, 
it is much more important to know how 
to prevent one.”

In some ways, di�  cult customers 
are like potholes in the road. No matter 
how smooth the road may seem, you 
can bet you are going to run into a pot-
hole if you drive far enough. Because 
a pothole can potentially cause severe 
damage to your vehicle, it is best to 
keep your eyes peeled and avoid them 
if possible. Di�  cult customers are like 
potholes. If you are in business long 
enough, you will run into your share 
and to avoid damage to your business 
and your mental health, you need to 
be aware. Anticipate the danger and 
be prepared to take decisive and cor-
rective action when a pothole (aka a 
di�  cult customer) does appear.

In a nutshell, dealing with di�  cult 

customers has two parts. � e � rst part 
is learning how to avoid situations that 
can lead to a personal confrontation. I 
call this “Fire Prevention”.

� e second part is what to do when 

a confrontation occurs. I call this “Fire 
Fighting”.

Let’s take a closer look at these two 
important aspects of handling a di�  -
cult customer situation.

AVOIDING CONFLICTS       
(Fire Prevention)

Simple misunderstandings or lack 
of clarity is a common cause of con-
� icts or confrontations. � erefore, it 
is important to avoid any situations 
that can lead to misunderstandings. 
Surprisingly, this can be done simply 
and easily by just being aware of the 
importance of good communication, 
both oral and written.

Take something as simple as a 
product that is improperly priced. Let’s 
say you stock a sight that you sell for 
$59.95. Inventory is low and you reor-
der but when the new sights come in, 
the price has increased and you mark 
the new sights at $69.99. However, 
when stocking the merchandise, you 
fail to notice two sights on display that 
still carry the old price. A short time 

Charlene Morgan, left, of Freedom Archery takes a few minutes to review this customer 
purchase, ensuring everything is correct as she answers any questions the customer may 
have. Time spent reviewing a purchase just before closing the sale helps avoid misunder-
standings and returns in addition to making the customer more comfortable with his or 
her purchase decisions. 
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later, a customer picks up one of the 
older sights and proceeds to the check-
out, where he or she is informed that 
the price has increased. � ree things 
can happen:

1) � e customer says nothing and 
pays the increased price. 

 2) He or she returns the sight to 
the display and buys nothing. In either 
case, you can be sure he or she will be 
upset, possibly embarrassed, and will 
tell all of his or her buddies that he or 
she got ripped o� . 

3) � e customer demands you 
honor the price as marked, resulting 
in a direct confrontational issue that 
will probably be overheard by other 
customers and again the unhappy cus-
tomer will share this story with others 
as well. 

You are now faced with a choice of 
arguing with the customer or settling 
the issue quietly by selling the sight 
for the marked price and changing any 
other incorrect prices as soon as pos-
sible. � e point of this example is that 
a simple lack of clarity can generate 
an unnecessary misunderstanding that 
could have been avoided with simple 
attention to detail.

However, simply making sure mer-
chandise is properly marked is just one 
area requiring attention. Clearly post-
ing service charges and store policies is 
also important.

Service charges can quickly add 
up and it is best to make the customer 
aware of the potential total cost before 
service is provided. It is quick and easy 
to give the customer a written estimate 
of work to be performed and it is even a 
good idea to ask him or her to approve 
the work before you perform the ser-
vice. Getting hit with an unexpected 
high bill is sure to upset the customer 
but if he or she is made aware of and 
agrees to the cost before the service is 
performed, you avoid a confrontation. 
� e same thing applies to store policies 
on returns, bad checks, lay-away pay-
ments, special orders and anything else 
that could lead to a misunderstand-
ing. � is doesn’t mean that everyone 
who enters the shop must sign a total 
disclosure statement before he or she 
can shop but the posting of your sim-
ply and clearly stated policies where 
they can be easily seen will avoid many 
potential problems.

Clarity and good communication 
apply to more than just prices and 
policies. � e same logic applies to the 
actual sale as well. Archery equipment 
is an emotional purchase, as people 
are buying things they want and not 
something they actually need. Because 
of this, they sometimes get caught up 
in the purchase and spend more than 
their budget allows, leading to buyer’s 
remorse. 

Clearly posted store policies as well as service rates, as shown here, help avoid confu-
sion and misunderstandings, which in turn help avoid dissatis� ed customers. 
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Carotid arteries (jugulars)

Lungs are about two 
inches above lower 
body line to about 6 
inches from top of  
body. Aim close to 
center of  animal.

Heart lies between 
and slightly ahead 
of  lungs, very low 
in body

Better chance at 
femoral than from 
side.

Rear shot can cut 
aortic artery, other 
veins puncture 
heart or lungs

Kidney shot 
bleeds heavily and 
usually right away. 
Animal may make 
a few jumps then 
walk away.

Femoral artery is slightly 
inside leg bone.

Spine hits drop 
animal immediately. 
Hits between kidney 
and spine sever 
aortic artery.

Carotids lie on 
both sides of  
windpipe just 
below spine.

Lungs nearly 
protected by 
shoulder, extend 
behind it slightly. 
Lung shot deer 
runs fast at first.

Heart is low and 
usually protected 
by leg.

Liver is 
just behind 
diaphragm 
on right side 
and angles 
toward 
body cavity.
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David Mattson, CEO of Sandler 
Training (which provides retail sales 
training nationwide,) said, “Good com-
munications between the salesman 
and the customer is critical before, dur-
ing and after the sale. � e � rst respon-
sibility of the salesman is to get a clear 
picture of what the customer is looking 
for and the limits of his budget so he 
can make the proper recommenda-
tions. But equally as important is also 
clarifying with the customer at the con-
clusion of the sale that the customer 
is satis� ed with what he actually pur-
chased. Reviewing his purchase with 
the customer and asking him if he is 
satis� ed is a great way to minimize 
returns or  buyer’s remorse. It is awk-
ward for a customer to return an item 
after he told you that he was happy 
with his purchase. � is clari� cation 
at the end of a sale also gives the cus-
tomer one last chance to change his 
mind or make changes to his choic-
es. Either way, what you are doing is 
improving communications with the 
customer, ensuring his satisfaction 
and most importantly, being proac-
tive in avoiding potential con� icts or 
disagreement.”

Mattson continued, “It is also a 
good policy to follow up with a custom-
er several days after the sale to see how 
things are going or if he has any ques-
tions. � is serves several purposes. It 
makes a connection with the customer. 
It shows your personal interest in their 
satisfaction. It drastically reduces the 
possibility of the return of a major pur-
chase due to buyer’s remorse, thereby 
also eliminating a possible confronta-
tion. It is not necessary to follow up 
every sale but it might pay to consider 
following up on any major sales or ones 
in which you sense the customer may 
not have been totally comfortable with 
his purchase. � e few minutes it takes 
to make the call could save you hours 
of frustration down the line.”

HANDLING A CONFLICT 
(Fighting Fires)

While improved communica-
tion and clarity are sure ways to mini-
mize con� icts, they cannot guarantee 
that none will occur. If a customer is 
upset about something, you seldom 
get much, if any, warning before you 

become aware of it. Odds are, the cus-
tomer has been thinking about the sit-
uation for some time before he or she 
actually confronts you. � at means he 
or she is already upset, irritated and 
out to prove his or her concerns have 
merit. It is also natural for the person 
expressing a complaint to feel that he 
or she will meet with opposition, so he 
or she is mentally geared up for a con-
frontation. He or she may not want that 
but he or she does expect it. It is basic 
human nature. � e biggest mistake you 
can make when faced with a dissatis-
� ed customer is to become defensive 
yourself, even if you feel you are justi-
� ed. Becoming defensive simply makes 
the customer feel as if he or she is being 
attacked, which normally increases his 
or her aggressive attitude and makes 
the situation worse.

� e � rst step is to defuse the sit-
uation, therefore turning a negative 
situation into a neutral or, better yet, a 
positive one. Remain calm and relax. 
Do not raise your voice. As a matter of 
fact, lower your voice and speak slowly, 
which appears non-threatening. Take 
full responsibility by saying something 
like, “I want to assure you that we are 
going to take care of this.” Another 
comment might be, “I am sure we can 
resolve your concerns but � rst help me 
understand the problem.” People nor-
mally want to be heard and statements 
like the ones just mentioned will assure 

them that you are willing to address 
their concerns. Asking for the custom-
er’s help so you can better understand 
the problem allows him or her to vent 
and also makes him or her part of the 
resolution process. Remember, people 
expect you to resist and they are pre-
pared for that. By not resisting, you 
actually change the timing of the situ-
ation, throw the customer o�  balance 
and take control of the situation, all by 
simply presenting a low-key, coopera-
tive attitude.

� e next step is to gather as much 
information as you can surrounding 
the customer’s complaint, which could 
be simple or very complex. In either 
case, you need to learn as much about 
the situation as possible in order to 
determine the best way to resolve the 
issue. In some rare instances, if the 
situation is complicated and could 
involve another employee, a history or 
chain of events, it is a good idea to actu-
ally make notes to ensure you and the 
customer both have the same under-
standing of the problem.

Most situations can be recti� ed 
and it is important to remember that 
it is to your advantage to please the 
customer if at all possible. It makes no 
sense to win the battle and lose the war. 
Do not view a customer complaint as 
personal or as “me against him.”

Search for creative ways to solve 
the problem. � ese include, but are not 
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limited to, replacement of equipment, 
a refund, a discount on a future pur-
chase, free lessons or some free range 
time for his or her inconvenience. � e 
object should be to turn what seems 
like a negative into a positive. It is 
almost guaranteed that an unsatis� ed 
customer will tell anyone who will lis-
ten of his or her displeasure and mis-
treatment. A satis� ed customer, on the 
other hand, will often recommend your 
shop to others based on his or her posi-
tive experience.

When running my own shop years 
ago, I tried to be extra sensitive to my 
customers’ perceptions of my shop and 
service. One day, several weeks before 
bow season, my shop was crowded 
when a good customer came in with a 
bow, one he had purchased from me, 
that had a broken limb. Even though 
the bow was under warranty, the cus-
tomer was not happy. While the return 
of the bow to the manufacturer was the 
customer’s responsibility, I saw that 
was not a solution in his eyes. I decided 
to � x this customer’s bow and settle 
with the bow manufacturer afterwards. 

I walked over to the bow display and 
announced, “I’ll just pull the limbs o�  

of this new bow 
and put them on 
your bow. If you 
can stop back in 
later today, I will 
have it all set up 
for you. With a 
few shots on the 
range and some 
minor sight 
adjustments, we 
will have you all 
ready to go in no 
time.” 

Not only 
was that cus-
tomer overjoyed 
but over the next 
several years I 
gained many 
new custom-
ers who were 
referred by peo-
ple who knew 
of that incident. 
� ere is no ques-
tion I took a 
chance with my 
actions but in 
this case it paid 

Clearly posted and up to date prices are critical. While marking individual items is 
common, it can lead to confusion in the event of a price change if all inventory is not 
remarked correctly. Shown here is an example of a price a�  xed to the display hook and 
not the item. This guarantees that all price changes will a� ect all like inventory. This 
method works best with point of sale systems where the item is scanned to pick up the 
latest entered price into the computer system.

o�  big time. � ere is no one answer 
that � ts all situations when dealing 
with customers but there always is an 
answer. Your job is to � nd the best 
answer to � t the situation.

When dealing with an unhappy 
customer, remain calm, get the full 
story and search for ways to resolve the 
issue. A happy customer will remain a 
customer, while an unhappy customer 
will be a walking, talking bad advertise-
ment.

To learn more about training 
opportunities for you and your sales 
sta�  dealing in a wide range of busi-
ness practices and selling techniques, 
contact your local chapter of SCORE 
(Service Corps of Retired Executives) 
at www.score.org/chapters-map. You 
may also reach Sandler Training at 
www.sandler.com to locate a training 
facility near you or to check out online 
training opportunities.

About the Author: In addition 
to his duties with ArrowTrade, John 
Kasun is an outdoor seminar speaker 
and a business consultant with experi-
ence in corporations large and small. 
He can be reached at 126 Acorn Lane, 
Duncansville, PA 16635. His number is 
(814) 695-5784 and his email address is 
kasun@atlanticbb.net.
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