How to De-escalate

The issue isn’t the issue.

A 3-Step Strategy for De-escalating Challenging Customers

Myra Golden
Customer Experience Designer

The issue isn’t the issue.
How the issue is handled
becomes the issue.

The cycle of escalation

De-escalation Strategy
Recognize
Reframe
Resolve

3 Truths and a Lie
• I have run a half-marathon
• I’m an introvert
• I drive a Mini Cooper
• I love Nutter Butters

De-escalation Strategy
Recognize
Reframe
Resolve
Recognize

Limit Responses to Simple Reassurances

• “Um hmm…”
• “I see.”

Listen with the intent to
understand.

Use Partnering Language
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Partnering Language
• “I realize this has been frustrating for you.”
• “I can see your point on that.”
• “We want to get to the bottom of this as much as you do.”

How QVC recognized my
emotion

• “I understand and will do my best to take care of this for you.”
• “I’m sorry this has been your experience.”

Interactive Learning
Opportunity (p2)
The person in your group who most recently
graduated from high school will lead this
discussion.

Recognition Discussion

• What were some good recognition statements you have heard?
• What statements of recognition did you come up with for

Adopt and Apply
Use space on the bottom of page 1

routine challenging conversations?

Reframing Statements
• “We have a situation that has come about from a past issue. I
want to now focus on what we can do to fix this for you.”

• “We want to get to the bottom of this a much as you do.”
• “I certainly understand your concern. Let’s take a look and see
what’s going on.”

Reframe

• “I will do my best to take care of this for you.”

3 Steps to Reframing

Reframing in Action
1. Here’s what we know: The accident happened in our
parking garage at 7:42pm. The driver was in a white Honda
Civic, license #. He sped off and left the scene.

“Here’s what
we know.”

“Here’s what
we’ve done.”

“Here’s what’s
next.”

2. Here’s what we’ve done: We’ve filed a claim with our lossprevention team. We have two eye witnesses. We have filed a
police report with the Austin Police Department.
3. Here’s what’s next: You need to also file a police report. You
need to notify both your insurance company and your rental
car company. Your insurance company will go after the driver.
AAA

Interactive Learning
Opportunity (p4)
The person who last ate pasta will lead this discussion.

Reframe This
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Write Step 3: RESOLVE on
the top of page 5.

Resolving is either resolution
or an explanation
Resolve

Applying the 3 Steps

(p5)

1. Get into groups of 3

Applying the 3 Steps
p5

2. Designate Employee, Customer, Observer
3. Customer to come up with realistic and routine problem
4. Customer and Employee role-play - Employee uses each of 3 steps
5. Observer to use page 5 to take notes (use back cover opposite page
8 if you need more space for notes)
6. Then, switch roles so that everyone plays customer, employee, and
observer

Start
Stop
Continue
top of page 6

Communications Skills
Telephone Soft Skills, How to Deliver Bad News, and Conversation Control

Telephone Soft Skills

p5

• How to open a call
• Speak in complete sentences
• Yield to customers

4 Keys to Delivering Bad
News

• Bridge into questioning
• End with a fond farewell

4 Keys to Delivering Bad News
Causing a sense of helplessness
Indifference
Belaboring the point

1. Be clear
2. Acknowledge how hard it is right now
3. Manage expectations
4. Offer options, when it makes sense

Giving Bad News Clearly
(pointers to help you be crystal clear)

• Assert yourself
• Be straightforward and honest
• Establish credibility
• Pause to let the news sink in

Be clear

Acknowledging Concern

Acknowledge how hard it is

•

“I know this must be frustrating for you.”

•

“I realize you’re upset. I’d like to take a minute to talk about what I
think happened and then answer any questions you might have.”

•

“This is obviously a horrible time for you.”

•

“I’m sorry you’ve had a frustrating time, but I’m glad you called so
that we can research this and determine what has happened.”

“Manage expectations by never
giving false hope. It is what it is.
Just state what is.”
—Daniel in Denver

Manage Expectations

Offering Options
• Don’t ask the customer for options
• Predetermine choices
• Don’t apologize for the option you offer

Oﬀer options

What’s the hardest part of
delivering bad news for you? And
what advice can you offer others?
p7

Adopt and Apply

Conversation Control
The average business call
lasts two minutes longer
than it needs to.

• Use Point Questions
• Topic Grab
• Ask 3 Closed-ended Questions Back-to-Back

Point Questions
•

“The first thing we need to do is…”

•

“I hear what you’re saying, and I can help. Let
me just ask you a couple of questions.”

•

“Fantastic. You’ve given me exactly what I
need to be able to look into this for you.”

Topic Grab

Point Questions
•

“I know this has been frustrating for you. Let
me try to help.”

•

“What, precisely, can I do for you today?”

3 Closed-ended Questions

On page 8, please write down
2-3 of the best ideas you’ve
heard so far today.

