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Unit 216 Deliver Customer Service to Challenging Customers 
 

Challenging Situations 
Sometimes you may be faced with dealing with customers who are more challenging, 
where you have to think about how you can adapt routine to accommodate their needs or 
manage their behaviour. 
 
Examples of challenging situations include customers who are: 

• Angry 
• Aggressive 
• Abusive 
• Confused 
• Having special requirements 

 
Challenging situations can be difficult because you may be less familiar with them. 
However, if you do not deal with them correctly, the results can have a negative effect on 
the business, other customers as well as you and other staff. 
 
Assertive and Professional Behaviour 
When carrying out your job role you must behave professionally, putting aside personal 
opinions and prejudices. You must also ensure that you are assertive (responding 
confidently and directly to requests, complaints or difficult situations). You should NOT 
display aggression, nor be submissive and give in to anything customer wants. 
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Understanding the difference between these behaviours is important. 
 
Aggressive behaviour is behavior that causes physical or emotional harm to others, or 
threatens to. It can range from verbal abuse to the destruction of a victim’s personal 
property. People with aggressive behaviour tend to be irritable, impulsive, and restless. 
 
Assertive behaviour is behavior were you express yourself honestly and confidently in a 
way that does not violate the rights of others or cause escalation of a problem. It helps you 
to achieve your goal in a professional manner and to build a positive and trusting 
relationship.  
 

Get out, 
you’re drunk! 

Unfortunately, we cannot 
serve you alcohol. 

OK, we’ll serve you – we 
don’t want trouble. 
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Submissive (or passive) behavior is behaviour where you give in to others, allowing them 
to intimidate you or manipulate you into agreeing to their demands, however unreasonable 
these may be. Less confident people often choose this nonassertive behaviour to avoid 
unpleasant situations but results are often not positive ones. 
 
 
You can be professional and assertive by: 
 

• Remaining calm and polite. 
• Listening carefully to what the customer is saying. 
• Being objective – not letting personal feeling cloud your judgement. 
• Demonstrating positive body language. 
• Acknowledging the customer’s comments (e.g. “Yes. I understand 

that you’re angry”). 
• Dealing promptly with the request. 
• Offering a solution that is realistic (and legal). 

 
It is important to remain professional and assertive so that you: 

• Can satisfy the customer and minimise risk of conflict. 
• Maximise the opportunity to build a rapport with a customer and 

encourage their return. 
• Prevent damage to your company’s reputation. 
• Prevent risk of breaking the law. 

 
 
Informing Others 
   Sometimes a situation can become very difficult and will require you to 
seek    help or refer to authority. This may because the problem is escalating 
and     out of your control, or that the problem is unresolved or has re-
opened following a    previous incident. 
 
The result of trying to manage these situations alone can be: 

• Escalating anger and increased risk of violence and injury. 
• Disturbance to other customers. 
• Additional staff being drawn away from their tasks. 
• Negative effects on reputation from bad publicity. 
• Official complaints/risk of being sued. 

 
 
It is important to inform others for several reasons: 
 

• Colleagues and managers can help to protect you from harm. 
• More experienced or senior staff with authority can take over from you. 
• More serious consequences to your business and its reputation can be avoided. 
• Managers can use the information to find ways to prevent future problems. 

 
Recognising a Challenging Situation 
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Good customer service skills require you to be able to recognise the signs that a customer 
has special requirements or has a problem.  
You can work this out from: 

• What you see of the customers’ characteristics e.g. customer is in a wheelchair. 
• Their actions e.g. walking around looking lost. 
• What they say and their tone of voice e.g. swearing/shouting. 
• Their body language e.g. frowning. 
• What they do not do e.g. they will not listen. 

Remember that people react in different ways.  
 
A person requiring help or who is dissatisfied with a product or service may display either 
positive or negative behaviour. They may: 

• Politely gain attention and explain the problem/offer constructive criticism. 
• Display rude or aggressive behaviour and make demands for a solution 

and compensation. They may even threaten violence. 
• Demand to speak to the manager. 
• Threaten to damage your company’s reputation (tell friends/log negative 

feedback on company website/contact the press/ contact Environmental 
health) 

• Threaten to sue. 
 
 
Body Language 
Understanding body language can help considerably in recognising a challenging situation 
 
A customer who needs help or is confused may be: 

• Looking around to try and attract you attention. 
• Waving. 
• Scratching their head. 
• Rubbing their nose. 
• Touching their lips  

 
 
Unhappy customers will likely display negative body language such as facial 
expressions and gesture to demonstrate their annoyance – for example: 

 
• Trying to attract your attention by clicking their fingers, banging a fist or 

glass on the table or counter. 
• Speaking to you with aggressive gesture such as pointing a finger 

close to your face, shaking fist, banging on table. 
• Using gestures to suggest you are wrong or stupid – shaking head, 

waving hands, twirling finger at temple. 
• Using obscene and offensive gestures. 
• Using threatening gestures – cutting throat, shooting you with their 

fingers. 
 
Cultural Differences 
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It is important to remember that body language and behaviour sometimes differs in 
meaning depending on where customers come from. It is worthwhile finding out about 
cultural differences to understand your customers better and to avoid upsetting them or 
misunderstanding their intentions. 
 
Examples of cultural differences 
 

Handshaking is the common form of greeting and leave taking in the Western culture. 
While it is being accepted in Asia, the Asians still prefer a different form of greeting: a bow 
in East Asia, a 'wai' (joining the two hands together like in prayer) for some Southern and 
Southeastern Asian countries. Asians and Middle Easterners prefer a soft handshake - 
strong grips are interpreted as a sign of aggression. In several cultures a man will never 

shake hands with a woman.  
 
While both right and left hands have equal status in the West, the right hand has special 
significance and the left hand is 'dirty' in the Middle Eastern and some Asian countries. It 
is best to accept or offer cards or gifts with the right hand or both.  
 

The 'O.K.' sign (the thumb and the forefinger form a circle) means 'fine' or 'O.K.' in most 
cultures. However, it means 'zero' or 'worthless' in France and many European 
countries. The same signal is an insult in Greece, Brazil, Italy, Turkey, and Russia. A 
'thumb-up' sign indicates an 'O.K.' or 'good job' in most cultures but it is an insult in 
Australia, New Zealand, and in most African countries.  

 
Sitting cross-legged is common in North America and some European countries but it 
is viewed as disrespectful in Asia and the Middle East where a solid and balanced 
sitting posture is the prevailing custom. In Asia and the Middle East, resting the ankle 
over the other knee risks pointing the sole of your shoe at another person, which is 

considered a very rude gesture.  
 

In some cultures ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ are not as broadly used as in 
the West, which could make a customer sound rude and abrupt. 
 
 
“One coffee.” 
 
“A coffee please.” 
 
“Would you make me a coffee please?” 
 
 
 
 

 
Liability 

 
If a customer is showing signs of anger, it is important to acknowledge 
their feelings, get as much facts / information as you can and discuss 
a possible solution if appropriate.  However (particularly if the 
customer is threatening to sue) you should not put yourself or the 
organisation in a position of admitting liability (admitting blame). 
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Examples of such situations might be if a person is accusing your organisation of causing 
them injury or food poisoning, theft, discrimination or slander/libel. 
 
If this is the case: 

• Empathise and show that you are acknowledging their anger. 
• Find out the details of what they say happened, including times, dates and names if 

possible. 
• Record the information for reference and ask them to check if it a true account of 

what they said. 
• Take their contact details. 
• Tell them that you take every complaint seriously and will inform those in authority. 
• Tell them that you will investigate further and contact them as soon as possible. 

 
If you are concerned that you do not have the skills and confidence to do this seek 
help from a more experience or senior person. 
 
 
 


