
Defusing Conflict with Customers
10 Steps



Conflict is 
Unavoidable

“The best-laid plans of 

mice and men often go 

awry. “

No matter how carefully a 

project is planned, 

something may still go 

wrong with it. 



1. Don’t Take It 
Personally 

Assume the customer has a right to be angry and that it is unlikely a direct anger 

with you but rather that they are displeased with the performance of a product or 

the quality of the service. 

Mistakes are not made on purpose, but they do happen. Focusing on who is right 

or wrong starts a cycle of blaming and might cause you to get defensive, which 

will not result in defusing conflict. 



2. Remain Calm

The customer may be rude, 

yelling, or generally hostile. 

Resist the urge to respond in 

kind, and remain calm.  

The customer wants to be 

heard. Ensuring you maintain 

a calm manner will help you 

consider the customer’s point 

of view. 



3. LRE - Listen/Reiterate/Empathize
The first thing an angry customer 
wants to do is vent. This means they 
need someone to listen. 

[Hint: it’s you] 

RESIST the temptation to try to solve the 

situation right away.



When you focus on listening, 

instead of trying to figure out what 

you’re going to say next, you will 

discern that there are really two 

issues: a technical problem, which 

is the thing that actually went 

wrong, and an emotional 

frustration, which is the fall out of 

that problem. 



How? 

Use neutral statements like: 

“Let’s go over what happened.” 

“Please tell me why you’re upset.” 

Do not try to shout over the customer. 

Speak softly with a steady tone. 

Do not offer your opinion. 

Do not react to angry statements. 

Interject with helpful redirection when 

appropriate. 



3. LRE -
Listen/Reiterate

/Empathize

When the customer is done talking:

● Summarize any concerns you 

heard 

● Ask questions to clarify 

complaint(s)

You want to be sure you’ve identified the 

correct problem(s) in order to know 

what areas to focus on solving. 

This also demonstrates to the customer 

that you’ve listened thoroughly, which 

can help destress the customer and 

bring their anger down. 



How? 

Use calm, objective wording:

“As I understand it, you are upset that we 

didn’t deliver the samples that we promised 

last week, is that accurate?” 

“To review our conversation, the room was 

not set up in classroom style as you had 

requested, but was instead set up in 

rounds, causing a delay in the start of your 

program, as we had to reset the room, is 

that correct?”



3. LRE -
Listen/Reiterate/Empathize

Demonstrate to the customer that you understand why they’re upset. 

Respect and understanding go a long way toward smoothing things over. 

You might say, “I understand why you’re upset. I would be, too.” 

Or, “It makes sense that this was frustrating for you. I can see why that would be 

upsetting.” 



4. Apology and 
Ownership

Apologize to the customer regardless of the legitimacy 

of complaint. 

Perception = reality. 



Own up to mistakes - if you realize that 

you or one of your employees had 

made a mistake, own up to it 

immediately. 

Customers appreciate honesty, and 

want to feel validated. 

Own the solution - Regardless of who 

created the problem, take responsibility to 

fix it for the customer. 

Even if you personally cannot rectify the 

situation without help from another 

department or a manager, inform the 

customer that you will work with the 

appropriate parties and will follow up on 

the issues. 

How?



5. Solution

Now that you understand why 

the customer is unhappy, it is 

time to offer a solution. 

Note - this is also the step 

where an explanation might be 

appropriate as well. 



Option 1 

If you feel you know what will make 

your customer happy, tell them how 

you’d like to correct the situation. 

This is what the customer is here for, and 

what is going to win back their loyalty. 

Option 2  

If you’re not sure you know what your 

customer wants from you, or, if they 

dislike your proposed solution, ask 

them to identify what will make them 

happy. 

How?



6. Take Action

Once the solution has been agreed upon, 

you need to take action immediately. 

Explain every step that you’re going to 

take to fix the problem. 

Not acting on the agreed upon solution 

invalidates all steps up to this point, and 

is likely to make the customer even 

more upset. 

Contact the people/departments that 

need to be contacted. 

Ensure client has your name and contact 

information in case something goes 

wrong.



7. Thank the Customer 

End the confrontation on a good note: make sure to take a second to 

thank the customer for bringing this problem to your attention. 

This leaves the customer feeling appreciated and heard. 

Simply say, ‘Thank you for bringing this issue to my attention.” Or, “I 

appreciate that you came to me with this concern.” 



8. Take a Few 
Minutes

Even handling the situation in 

the most professional way 

can be a stressful experience. 

Don’t let that stress linger -

take a short walk, stretch, get 

your fav snack, or find 

someone to talk to who 

makes you laugh. 



9. Follow Up 

Follow up with the customer after sufficient time has elapsed to ensure that the 

corrective action has been effective. 

This shows that you/your company really does care about the customer. 

Call, email, or send a personalized postcard - chose the medium that fits the 

situation the best. 



10. Use the 
Feedback

Your last step is to reduce the risk of the situation 

happening again. 

Use the feedback and information given by the 

customer to find the root of the problem and take 

the appropriate steps to prevent the problem from 

happening again. 
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