
 

 

 
 
 

AAA Business Bulletin 
 

Sales skills: complaint handling 
 
Complaint handling plays an important role in managing a company’s customer base. 
A well-handled complaint may turn a dissatisfied customer into a satisfied customer, 
bad publicity in to good publicity, and a potentially lost costumer in to a loyal one. So, 
how do we do this? This Business Bulletin provides valuable insights for dealing with 
unhappy customers, based on the training “Fundamentals of selling skills” that AAA 
member Abel Mekonnen offered to his employees. 
 

1. Solving a complaint starts before receiving it 
 
Complaint handling starts before even receiving any complaint. First, you should 
make sure your customer doesn’t have unrealistic expectations of your product. 
Second, always tell your clients to contact you if they have any questions. This way a 
dissatisfied customer is more likely to come back to you instead of directly voicing the 
complaint to other potential buyers. Third, prepare yourself to follow a complaint 
handling procedure (see below). Fourth, think about solutions to complaints 
beforehand. There are many ways compensation can be offered to solve a 
complaint. If a customer is willing to accept a discount on a next purchase, instead of 
a refund on the previous one, this is good for business because another sale will be 
made and you’ve convinced the customer to trust you with another purchase. 
 

2. A complaining customer or a difficult customer? 
 
Some people who come to you with complaints may not fit into the category of 
dissatisfied customers. As your client base grows and you communicate with many 
people you will meet all sorts of characters. Some will quite likely be difficult people 
and it is important to learn to recognize them as they can consume a lot of your time, 
money and energy if you allow them to do so. 
 
Dealing with difficult customers can be a challenge. The person in front of you may 
be unreasonable but that does not mean you can disregard him or her as 
unimportant. Difficult people have a network too and can cause you to lose 
customers, just like can happen when dealing with a customer with a genuine 
complaint. 
 
How can we tell a difficult customer from one that is justly complaining? For difficult 
customers, an important indicator is the presence of unpleasant character traits, like 
rudeness, deceitfulness and disrespect. But of course, the most important factor to 
determine this always has to be the complaint itself. Ask yourself how you would feel 
if you stood in their shoes. Would you have been dissatisfied with the product? If so, 
you’re definitely dealing with a genuine complaint. 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

3. Complaint handling procedure 
 
The following table shows you the key steps of an adequate complaint handling 
procedure and includes the most important do’s and don’ts. 
 

Steps Do Don’t 

Listen  * Show the client has your full attention and 
listen carefully.  
* Wait for him/her to finish talking.  
* Repeat the complaint and ask if it was 
understood correctly 

* Interrupt 
 
The first thing a dissatisfied customer 
wants is to be heard. Let the 
customer speak without interruption. 

Show that 
you want to 
resolve the 
problem 

* Remain calm, even if your client is angry or 
upset 
* A sad-but-glad facial expression is 
appropriate, to show you’re glad the customer 
came to you with the complaint so you have a 
chance to resolve it. 
* Express concern and empathy, apologizing 
sincerely. This will help establish that both you 
and the customer want to resolve the issue. 

* Get angry or argue with the 
customer.  
* Defend yourself 
 
This is not about trying to win an 
argument, you are trying to minimize 
damage and retain customer loyalty. 

Ask 
questions & 
work 
towards a 
solution  

* Ask questions to understand the details  
* Find out what the client expects. Often a 
dissatisfied client will demand a specific 
solution. Is the demand reasonable? Then 
meet it. 
* If the demand is impossible or outrageous, 
then negotiate. Explain what you can and can’t 
do and offer an alternative. 

* Don’t be unreasonable or inflexible.  
* Offer an unfair or meagre solution. 
 
Meeting or exceeding the customers 
demand is the best way to retain your 
customer. 

Follow up * Contact the client after an appropriate time to 
find out if all concerns have been resolved. 
This shows your client you’re committed to 
delivering high quality service. It brings you 
feedback on the result of your complaint 
handling, which allows you to improve your 
skills further. 

* Don’t repeat the same mistake 
again! 
* Forget to learn and improve from 
this complaint. 
 

 
4. Relevant for all entrepreneurs 

A satisfied customer will tell a few contacts in their network about the good 
experience he or she had with you, but an unhappy customer is likely to tell a lot of 
people about their bad experience. This makes the importance of complaint handling 
abundantly clear, and it’s a skill that must be learned and can be trained.   
 
If you are already a successful complaint handler, it may be good to start training an 
employee so you can be sure that, even when you are away on business trips, 
unhappy customers are dealt with in a professional way.  
 
Remember that a well-handled complaint may turn a dissatisfied customer into a 
satisfied customer, bad publicity into good publicity, and a potentially lost costumer in 
to a loyal one… but that the opposite is also true. 


