Chapter 5 -  
LISTENING TO THE CUSTOMER 
Chapter 5 focuses on the most important skill service providers have for gathering information 

effectively --- listening. 
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Instructional Suggestions

Since this chapter stresses the importance of a very crucial interpersonal skill, you may want to use various listening related activities to enhance text content and give students listening practice. Several of the books listed under the “Instructional Strategies” section for Chapter 1 on this CD-ROM have a good selection of such activities.

Other options to enhance the material in the chapter include:

(
Have an expert on interpersonal communication come in to talk to the group (e.g. a professor or consultant who teaches the topic regularly, conducts research and works with organizations to improve listening and communication within an employee group).

· Begin the program by dividing learners into equal groups and giving each a marker and sheet of newsprint (flipchart paper). Ask each group to brainstorm a list of positive listening behaviors that they believe contribute to enhanced customer service. Have them explain their beliefs to the rest of the class once they generate group listings. Tie in their comments to chapter content.

· Bring in articles and information that you find (e.g. in magazines, on the Internet, or from other textbooks) to supplement the text content.

(
Assign an out-of-class activity for learners to gather additional articles or information about chapter-related topics. Have them write a brief (no more than one typed page) summary of the article.

Lesson Notes

Instructor Note 5-1: Show PowerPoint 5-1 – Listening to the Customer
The following are suggested instructional approaches related to Chapter 5 – Listening to the Customer that you can use to facilitate the class.
QUOTE

You may want to draw attention to the quote and allude to the fact that we often as much without opening our mouth.

Instructor Note 5-2: Show the chapter objectives with PowerPoint 5-1- Objectives and briefly discuss how you will address the material (e.g. strategies, support materials, activities).

Learning Objectives

At the end of this chapter, and when applying the information within, you will be able to:

(
Describe the four steps in the listening process.

(
Actively gather and provide information in customer contact situations.

(
Recognize potential internal and external obstacles to effective listening.

(
Develop strategies to improve your listening ability.

(
Create relationships with customers through effective listening.
Quick ( Preview
Instructor Note 5-3: Have students complete the Quick ( Preview quiz, then go over their answers and tie into the chapter content. Add any other items related to what you will cover in the class.

Quick Preview Answers:

1.
False

2.
True

3.
True

4.
False

5.
True

6.
True

7.
True

8.
True

9.
False

10.
True

11.
False

12.
True

Instructor Note 5-4: Give each student a copy of Worksheet 5-1- Listening Awareness Self-Assessment (http://www.mhhe.com/lucas05). Have students respond to the worksheet questions. State that these are all positive behaviors demonstrated by effective listeners. Suggest that they should use these behaviors illustrated in the statements as a personal listening checklist to prevent creation of negative interpersonal situations. Such a checklist is important if they respond other than "always" for any of the statements.

Why is Listening so Important?

Instructor Note 5-5: Show PowerPoint 5-3 - Why is Listening so Important? and discuss briefly the statistics that researchers have found related to listening.

Listening effectively is the primary means customer service professionals use to determine the needs of their customers. These needs include whatever the customer wants or expects you to provide. Many times, these needs are not communicated to you directly, but through inferences, indirect comments, or nonverbal signals. A skilled listener will pick up on these cues and conduct follow-up questioning or probe deeper to determine the real issue or need.

Most people take the listening skill for granted. They incorrectly assume that anyone can listen effectively. Unfortunately, this is untrue. Many people are complacent about listening and only go through the motions of doing so. 

According to Andrew Wolvin and Carolyn Coakley in their book Listening, one survey found that three-fourths (74.3%) of 129 managers surveyed perceived themselves to be passive or detached listeners. With this type of an example at managerial levels, it is little wonder that many employees exhibit similar behavior and an appearance of indifference when dealing with customers. 

In a classic study on listening conducted in 1957 by Dr. Ralph G. Nichols, who is sometimes called the "Father of Listening," data indicated that the average white-collar worker in the United States typically demonstrates only about a 25 percent efficiency rate when listening. This translates to a loss of 75 percent of the message that they were intended to receive. Since Dr. Nichols’ original study, many researchers have documented deficiency in the listening skills of organizational employees.  

Think about what such a loss in message reception could potentially mean in an organization if poor listening skills by customer service professionals led to missing 75 percent of the customer opportunities presented to the organization.

Instructor Note 5-6: Form equal sized groups of students and have each group discuss the three scenarios in Work It Out 5.1 – Implied Messages. Have students answer the questions shown for each of the scenarios then solicit examples from various groups. Discuss their responses. (Students’ answers will vary)

Instructor Note 5-7: On a flip chart or other writing surface, either put the numbers from Figure 5-1-Missed Opportunities showing what a 75 percent loss of opportunities might look like to a company, or create your own examples. Discuss the impact of such a loss in revenue and other potential areas (e.g. loss of jobs due to decreased revenue, less money for salaries, benefits, and training). Ask students for examples they can think of that might result.
Instructor Note 5-8: Use Work It Out 5.2 – Personal Listening Experience as the basis for a discussion on the importance of good listening as a service provider. Have students answer the questions on paper, then randomly elicit student answers to the questions.

What is Listening?

Instructor Note 5-9: 

Refer to Figure 5-2 - The Listening Process and go over each element of the process.

Use PowerPoint 5-4 – What is Listening, to discuss each step in the active listening process. As you go through each step, offer examples and/or solicit others from students.

Show PowerPoint 5-5 – The Listening Process and discuss each step of the process.

The Listening Process

Listening is your primary means of gathering information from a customer or another person.

True listening is an active learned process, as opposed to hearing, which is a physical action of gathering sound waves through the ear canal. When you actively listen, you go through a process consisting of various phases -- hearing/receiving the message, attending, comprehending/assigning meaning, and responding. Figure 5-2 – The Listening Process diagrams the process.

· Hearing/Receiving. Assuming that you have a normal range of hearing and no hearing disability, hearing is a passive physiological process of gathering sound waves and transmitting them to the brain where they are analyzed. This is usually a simple process, however, because of external noises and internal distracters (psychological and physical), the customer's message(s) may be lost or distorted. Using some of the strategies for improvement found in this chapter can help change your ability to listen more effectively.

· Attending. Once your ears pick up sound waves, your brain goes to work focusing on or attending to what was heard. In the process, it tries to sort out everything being heard. The effort involves trying to decide what's important so that you can focus attention on the proper sound. This becomes extremely difficult when you are receiving multiple messages or sounds. That is why it's important to eliminate as many distractions as possible. For example, you could forward telephones or turn off your computer monitor during a meeting, shut your door, or find a quiet place to meet).

· Comprehending/Assigning Once you've decided to which message or customer you will listen, your brain begins a process of comprehending or assigning meaning to what you heard. Just like a computer, your brain has files of information --- sounds, sights, shapes, visions, experiences, knowledge on various topics--- it sorts through. As it compares what was heard to what is stored, it tries to match the pieces. For example, you hear a voice over the phone that sounds familiar. The brain goes to work trying to match the voice to a name or person you've dealt with before. This is called memory and recognition. 

Instructor Note 5-10: Refer to Figure 5-3 - Questions for the Listener. Point out that these questions are for listeners to ask themselves related to how well they analyze customer messages. These are questions that they should think about before coming into contact with a customer so that they are adequately prepared to listen.
· Responding. The last phase of the listening process is responding. Selecting an appropriate response is crucial to the success of your customer interactions. The words you select, the way you deliver them, the timing and location, and the non-verbal signals you send all have meaning. Each impacts the way others perceive and interpret your message. This is why care must be taken to consciously select the appropriate response and method of delivery when dealing with customers. A wrong choice could mean lost business or worse (the customer could get angry or violent).

Instructor Note 5-11:  

ASK: How do you know when someone is listening to you?

Lead a discussion on ways you can tell if a person is listening while you’re conversing with them.

Characteristics of a Good Listener

Successful listening is essential to service excellence. Like any other skill, listening is a learned behavior that some people learn better than others.  Some common characteristics possessed by most effective listeners include the following. Additional characteristics can be found in Figure 5-4 – Characteristics of Effective and Ineffective Listeners.

Instructor Note 5-12: Give students a copy of Worksheet 5-2 – Evaluating Good Listeners (http://www.mhhe.com/lucas05) and have them think of five good listeners they know. After students have completed, elicit some of the characteristics they listed on their sheets and flip chart these. Suggest that if they do not possess these characteristics they might want to think of ways to improve in those areas since they and their peers have identified them as characteristics possessed by good listeners. Review the points under the Characteristics of a Good Listener section of the text then lead a discussion on additional factors you can think of. 

Instructor Note 5-13: Use PowerPoint 5-6 - Characteristics of a Good Listener, to review some of the traits that aid in listening effectively. Solicit examples from students as you address each characteristic.

Empathy

By putting yourself in the customer's place and trying to relate to their needs, wants, 

issues, and concerns, you can often reduce the risk of poor service to or for them. Some 

customer service professionals neglect the customer's need for compassion, especially in 

cases when the customer is dissatisfied. Such negligence tends to magnify or compound 

the effect of the initial poor service the customer received.

Understanding
The ability to listen as customers verbalize needs and ensure that you understand them is 

essential in accurately servicing the customer. 

Too often, you hear people say the words "I understand what you mean" when it is 

obvious they have no clue to the level of  emotion being felt. When this happens while a 

customer is upset or angry, the result could be such things as flared tempers, loss of 

business, bad publicity and at the far end of the continuum, acts of violence.

Patience

Many people spend time, thinking of what they will say next rather than listening to what 

is being said. Taking time to slow down and actively listen to customers makes them feel 

important and allows you to better meet their needs. Patience is especially important 

when there is a language barrier or speech disability involved. Your job is to take extra 

care to determine the customer's needs, then respond appropriately. In some cases, you 

may have to resort to the use of an interpreter or written communication in order to 

determine the customer's needs.

Attentiveness

By focusing your attention on the customer, you can better interpret his or her message 

and satisfy needs. Attentiveness is often displayed through nonverbal cues, (e.g. nodding 

or cocking of the head to one side or the other, smiling, or using paralanguage).

Objectivity
In dealings with customers it is important to avoid subjective opinions or judgments. If 

you have a preconceived idea about customers, their concerns or questions, the 

environment or anything related to the customers, you could mishandle the situation. 

Listen openly and avoid making assumptions. Allow customers to describe their 

needs, wants, or concerns, then analyze them fairly before taking appropriate action.

Instructor Note 5-14: Lead a discussion on the characteristics of effective and ineffective listeners. Solicit and flip chart additions to the list on Figure 5.4 – Characteristics of Effective and Ineffective Listeners.
Instructor Note 5-15: Provide a copy of Worksheet 5-3 – Identifying Personal Listening Characteristics (http://www.mhhe.com/lucas05) to students for completion. Elicit some of their strategies for improvement so that others in class can hear techniques that they too might try.

ASK: Of all the characteristics of effective listeners they have listed on Worksheet

5-3, which do they believe is most important? Why?

Causes of Listening Breakdown

Instructor Note 5-16: Show PowerPoint 5-7 - Causes of Listening Breakdown to introduce the three categories of things that can cause listening breakdowns, then discuss each briefly.

Many factors contribute to ineffective listening. Some of these are internal, while others are external, over which you have no control. The key is to recognize actual and potential factors that can cause ineffective listening and strive to eliminate them. 

Personal Obstacles 

Instructor Note 5-17: Show PowerPoint 5-8 – Personal Listening Obstacles (1)
As a listener, you sometimes have individual characteristics or factors which get in the 

way of effectively listening to the customer.

· Biases


Your opinions or beliefs about a specific person, group, situation, or issue 


can sometimes cloud your ability to objectively listen to what is being 


said. These biases may result in preconceived and sometimes incorrect 


assumptions. They can also lead to service breakdown, complaints, and 


angry or lost customers.

Instructor Note 5-18: Lead a discussion on biases and the impact on effective customer service. Elicit personal biases that students have and talk about implications in the service environment.

· Psychological distracters



Your psychological state can impede effective listening. If you are angry, upset or simply don't want to deal with a particular person or issue, your listening may be negatively affected. Think about a time when you had a negative call or encounter with a customer or someone else and you became frustrated or angry.  Did your mood, and possibly your voice tone, change as a result? Did that emotion then carry over and affect another person later? Often when people become upset, time is needed to "cool off" before dealing with someone else. If this does not happen, the chance that you will raise your voice or become frustrated at the next person you contact is increased greatly.  And, if this second encounter also escalates because of the new person's reaction to a negative tone or attitude, you might respond inappropriately. Thus, a vicious cycle is started. You get mad at a person, your tone carries over to a second, who in turn gets upset with your tone, you escalate and then carry that mood to a third person and so on. All of this potentially lessens your ability to listen and serve customers effectively.

· Physical condition



Another internal factor that can contribute to or detract from effective 



listening is your state of wellness and fitness. When you are ill, fatigued, 



in poor physical condition, or just not feeling well, listening can suffer.



We often hear that a good diet and exercise are essential to good health. 



They are also crucial for effective listening. Try not to skip meals when 



you are working, stay away from foods high in sugar content, and get 



some form of regular exercise. These all impact physical condition. To 



help with self-improvement, try something as simple as using the stairs 



rather than the elevator or escalator throughout the day. Another option is 



a brisk walk at lunchtime. All of this can help you maintain your "edge" in 



order to be better prepared for a variety of customer encounters.

Instructor Note 5-19: Lead a discussion on nutrition and exercise habits, how they affect a person’s ability to interact with others and perform his or her job duties effectively, and how they impact them physically. You may want to bring in supplemental handouts on nutrition and fitness research for students. Also, have students complete the Work it Out 5-3 - Personal Habits, activity. Review their responses as a class.

· Circadian Rhythm



Each person has a natural 24-hour biological pattern (Circadian Rhythm) 



by which they function. This "clock" often identifies the body's peak 



performance periods. Some people are said to be morning people whose 



best performance typically occurs early in the day. They often wake early, 



"hit the ground running," and continue until after lunch when the natural 



rhythm or energy level in their body begins to slow down. For such people 



afternoons are often a struggle. They may not do their best thinking and 



perform physically at peak during that point in the day. 



Evening people often have just the opposite pattern of energy. They 



struggle to get up or perform in early morning; however, in afternoon and 



evening they are just hitting their stride. They often stay awake and work 



or play until the early hours of the next day when the morning people have 



been sound asleep for hours. From a listening standpoint, it is important to 



recognize your own natural body pattern so that you can position your 



heaviest amount of important listening or productivity during your peak 



period if possible.  For example, if you are a morning person, you may 



want to approach your boss and suggest that he or she put you in a 



position of customer contact, or where you handle problem situations, 



early in the day. At that point, you will likely be most alert and productive 



less stressed, and less apt to become frustrated or irritated by abusive or 



offensive behavior by others.

Instructor Note 5-20: Lead a discussion on Circadian Rhythms and their impact on job performance. Elicit ideas for tasks that would be best performed by customer service employees during their peak periods. Also, ask students what is their most productive time of the day. Discuss how they might maximize their high energy periods in the service environment by doing more strenuous, tedious, or stressful tasks first while their energy and alertness levels are high.

· Preoccupation



When you have personal or other matters on your mind (such as issues related to finance, school, marriage, family or personal/work projects), it sometimes becomes difficult to focus on the needs and expectations of the customer. This can frustrate both you and the customer. While it's difficult to turn off personal problems, you should try to resolve them before coming to work, even if it means you have to take time off to deal with them. Many companies offer resources to assist employees in dealing with their personal and performance issues. Through Employee Assistance Programs (EAP), many organizations are offering counseling on such areas as finance, mental hygiene (health), substance abuse, marital and family issues, and workplace performance problems. Check with your supervisor to identify such resources in your own organization, or ask about these services during the interview process when you apply for a position.

Instructor Note 5-21: Use PowerPoint 5-9 - Personal Obstacles(2), to continue your examination of personal obstacles to listening. Solicit examples from students for each sub-topic discussed.

· Hearing loss



Many people suffer hearing loss due to physiological (physical) problems or extended exposure to loud noises without knowing it. Often, out of vanity or embarrassment, these people take no action to remedy the loss. If you fall into either case, a hearing loss can lead to frustration for you and your customer(s) because of missed messages or inappropriate responses. If you find yourself regularly straining to hear someone, having to turn one ear or the other toward the speaker, or having to ask someone to repeat what they said because you didn't get the entire message, you may have a hearing loss. Suspected hearing loss should be referred to your physician or an audiologist (hearing specialist) quickly to reduce possible further complications or loss.

· Listening skill level



People communicate on different levels based on their knowledge and 



experiences in the area of communication. As adults, people are just kids with big bodies. Translated that means what they learned about behavior as a child, they likely repeat as an adult. For example, if you were reared in a home environment and were exposed to people who practiced positive skills related to listening, providing feedback, using non-verbal communication, and effective interpersonal skills for dealing with others, you likely use similar techniques as an adult. On the other hand, if your experiences were negative and you did not have good communication role models, chances are that you struggle in dealing with others effectively.



Listening is the primary skill most people have for gathering information. 

Instructor Note 5-22: Have students respond affirmatively by raising a hand to the following question, if it applies to them:

For those of you who attended public school from grades 1-12, how many of you took a course on how to listen effectively?


Unfortunately, in the United States, listening as a skill is not taught in most public school systems. Only if someone takes it upon himself or herself to read, listen to audiotapes, view videos, and attend seminars or college courses on listening, do they ever learn the proper techniques involved in the skill. Like anything else related to communication, listening is a learned behavior.  Too often, even though an adult’s intentions are well meant, techniques used to teach listening to children 



are often negative. 



Think about your own experiences or events you have witnessed where an adult is "teaching" a child to listen. You likely heard or saw things like the adult grasping the child's face, looking directly at them and saying something like "look at me when I'm talking to you." Or in a harsh tone saying the same thing without touching. Or possibly, the statement might even be accompanied by a light slap. 



Now think of this from an adult standpoint. If someone did that to you 



today, would it make you want to focus your attention and say "Yes, what is it?" Or, would a barrier go up and listening stop as your emotional state 



escalated?



Remember, if you learned the negative behavior as a child, you will likely repeat it as an adult unless new behavior replaces the old.

· Thought speed



Your brain is capable of comprehending messages delivered at rates of up 



4-6 times faster than the speed at which the average adult in the United 



States speaks (approximately 125-150 words per minutes [
wpm]). The 



difference between the two rates can be referred to as lag time or listening 



gap where the mind is actually idle. The result is that your brain does 



other things to occupy itself (e.g. daydreaming). To prevent or reduce this 



distraction, you have to consciously focus on your customer's message, 



look for key points, and ask pertinent questions and respond appropriately.  



If the customer has a complaint or suggestion, you may even want to take 



notes, if appropriate. This not only helps you focus on and recall 



information, but also can demonstrate to the customer that you are truly 



interested in the idea or issue.

Instructor Note 5-23: Lead a discussion on techniques to reduce daydreaming (e.g. Ask periodic questions, note taking, paraphrasing, or making eye contact). Flip chart suggested strategies offered by students or those of your own.

· Faulty assumptions


Because of past experiences or encounters with others, you may be tempted to make faulty assumptions about your customer's message(s). Don't. Each customer and each situation is different and should be regarded as such. Because you had an experience with a past customer, does not mean you will have a similar experience with another. For example, as a college registrar, you see lots of students and hear lots of tales when they try to change scheduled classes. One day a student comes into your office desiring to cancel her registration in one class in order to register for another even though the designated time for changes has passed. Your immediate inclination might be to quote policy since you've 



"heard this before."  Your response might sound like, "I'm sorry, Ms. Molina, the period for adds or drops has passed." Instead, hear the customer out. She may provide information (verbally or nonverbally) that will change your view. For example, (crying) Ms. Molina might relate, "I've got to get out of that class. I need one more course to graduate, but I can’t stay in this class." If you were proactive in this situation and practicing active listening , you'd pick up on the emotions and pursue them in order to find out her real need or issue. For example, "Ms. Molina, you seem very upset, is there anything wrong?" She may respond, "Yes. I need to graduate this semester and return to my country to help support my family. But I can't stay in Mr. Broward's class. He's...he's always leering at me and making lewd remarks about my body."



Obviously, this now becomes an exception to the rules and must be dealt with differently. If you didn't listen, you'd never know, and there would be a dissatisfied and distraught customer as a result. Also, you might be setting the institution up for a harassment lawsuit by forcing Ms. Molina to stay in the class or to seek other resolutions (e.g. lawsuit, violence, or going to the media to expose the issue).

Instructor Note 5-24:  Use PowerPoint 5-10 - External Listening Obstacles, to discuss the various types of obstacles that impede listening ability.

External Obstacles

Some barriers to effective listening are out of the service provider’s control. Still, there should be an effort made to reduce or eliminate them. Discuss some of the more common external factors.

· Information overload

We live in an information driven society. With all the data arriving from others, through email, telephone, over the television, in person, in meetings, and from many other sources, the mind can become overwhelmed.  Such overloads can lead to stress inadequate time to deal with individual situations, and listening breakdown, and reduced levels of customer service. 

Instructor Note 5-25: Elicit suggestions on ways to reduce the amount of information that service providers have to deal with daily.

· Other people talking

The brain cannot equally focus on two separate sources. Trying to do so leads to listening breakdown because of missed information. It is better for service providers to ask a customer to wait while he or she serves someone else, rather than attempting to help two people simultaneously. For example, if someone else approaches while you are dealing with a customer, smile, acknowledge them, and say, "I'll be with you in just a moment" or at least gesture that message by holding up your index finger to indicate "1 minute" while you smile.

Instructor Note 5-26: After students have answered the questions in Work It Out 5.4 – 

Dealing with Interruptions, form equal sized groups and allow 10-15 minutes for 

discussion. At the end of that period, bring them together and discuss as a class.

· Ringing phones

Phones can be an asset or an annoyance. It is important to deal with customers on the telephone in a professional manner. At the least, service providers should arrange to have someone take calls when he or she is not available. Other options include voicemail, pagers, or an answering service. 

Instructor Note 5-27: Elicit solutions from students for techniques to handle incoming customer calls during meetings or while servicing a customer. Ask them how they have seen others handle such situations.

· Speakerphones

These devices allow for "hands-free" conversations while on the 

telephone. They are great for allowing you to continue your conversation 

while searching for something the customer has requested. Unfortunately, 

many people abuse their use by putting callers on the loudspeaker while 

continuing to do other work not related to the caller. This is not only rude

but ineffective communication. Because the speaker picks up background 

noise, it is often difficult to hear effectively, especially if you are moving 

around the room and not next to the phone. Many people deplore the 

speakerphone and you should be aware that improper use could cause

customers to stop calling. One additional issue with the speakerphone is

confidentiality. Since others can hear the caller's conversation, the caller 

may be reluctant to provide certain information (e.g. credit card and social 

security numbers, medical information, or personal data). Whenever you 

use a speakerphone, it's a good idea to announce to the caller that someone 

else is in the room with you and/or close your office door, if possible.

· Office/Maintenance equipment



Noisy printers/typewriters, personal computers, photocopy machines, electric staplers, vacuum cleaners/ buffers, and other devices which provide administrative and service effectiveness or efficiency, can also distract. When servicing customers, eliminate or minimize use of any of these items. If others are using equipment, try to position yourself or them as far away from the customer service area as possible.

· Physical barriers


Desks, counters, furniture, or other items separating you from your 


customer can stifle communication.
Depending on your job function, you 


might be able to eliminate barriers. If possible, do so. These obstacles can


non-verbally distance you from your customer or depersonalize your 


service. Be conscious of how you arrange your office or workspace. Side 


by side (facing the customer at an angle) seating next to a table is 


preferable to sitting across from a customer in most situations.  An 


exception to this might be under circumstances where you provide 


service to customers who may become agitated or potentially violent (e.g. 


clerks of court offices - where people come in to register for traffic or 


other type of violations of the law; public utility offices - where people 


come to complain or pay for services being disconnected, driver's license 

offices where testing is done and people may be upset because they cannot obtain a driver’s license).

An additional obstacle - customer communication ability

Instructor Note 5-28:  Use PowerPoint 5-11 – Additional Listening Obstacle, to discuss other things that can impair effective listening in the service environment.
The customer’s communication ability can also impede listening. A service provider cannot change someone’s ability to effectively communicate and listen. He or she can only control the response given to a customer. If a customer has a disability or speaks English as a second language, the service provider should strive to understand and also use alternative measures for communication (e.g. written communication, sign language, teletype, or use of a translator).
Instructor Note 5-29: Have students complete Worksheet 5-5- Inattentive Listening Behavior (http://www.mhhe.com/lucas05), then lead a discussion based on their responses. Students’ answers will vary.

Indicators of Poor Listening

In the customer service environment, you cannot afford the luxury of failing to listen to your customer. Periodically, you should do a self-check on your listening style to see if improvement is needed. If any of the following events occur, you may need to refocus.

Instructor Note 5-30: Before covering the material under "Strategies for Improved Listening," have students complete the Work It Out 5-6 – Correcting Common Listening Problems. Ask for volunteers to share their responses and discuss. As you cover the strategies in the section, tie to responses that students generated in this activity. 

Use PowerPoint 5-12 – Poor Listening Indicators and address some indicators of por listening then, use PowerPoint 5-13 – Listening Strategies, to discuss how students can enhance their listening skills in a customer service environment.

Strategies for Improved Listening

Stop Talking!

You cannot talk and actively listen at the same time. When the customer starts talking, 

you should stop and listen carefully. One common mistake that many people make is to 

ask a question, hesitate, and if no answer is immediately offered, ask a second question 

or "clarify" their meaning by providing additional information. A habit like this is not 

only confusing to the listener, but rude.  

Some people like to reflect on what they heard and then formulate just the right answer 

before responding. In the case of people who speak a second language, or who have a 

disability, they may either be translating the information received into their own language

or trying to assimilate your message before trying to create an appropriate response. If 

you interrupt with additional information or questions, you can interfere with their 

thought patterns and might frustrate them. The end result is that ultimately the listener 

may not speak or respond at all because he or she figures is that you aren't really listening 

or interested in the response anyhow, or because he or she is embarrassed or confused.

To avoid such a scenario, plan what you want to say, ask the question, then stop 

speaking. For example, "Mr. Swanson, how do you think we might resolve this issue?" 

Following the question, stop talking and wait for a response. If a response does not come 

in a minute or so, try repeating the question in a different format (paraphrase), possibly 

offering some guidance to a response and concluding with an open-ended question (one 

that encourages the listener to give opinions or longer responses).

For example, "Mr. Swanson, I'd really like to help resolve this issue. Perhaps we could 

try_____ or ______. How do you think that would work?"

Instructor Note 5-31: Lead a discussion emphasizing the impact of interrupting 

someone as they speak in a customer service environment. Stress possible frustration, 

anger, confrontation, requests to speak to a supervisor, loss of business, and similar 

outcomes.

ASK: How do you feel when someone asks you a question and then interrupts or to 

add more information or ask another question before you can respond? Discuss the 

implications of such behavior in a service environment if they are guilty of such 

behavior. 

Prepare Yourself

Before you can effectively listen to someone, you must be ready to receive what

they have to say. Stop reading, writing, talking to others, thinking about other things, 

working on your computer, answering phones, and dealing with other distracters. For 

example, if a customer approaches while you're using a calculator to add 

a row of figures, smile, indicate "I'll be with you in just a moment" or smile and possibly 

hold up your index finger to indicate one minute. As quickly as possible, complete your 

task, apologize for the delay, then ask, "How may I assist?"

Instructor Note 5-32: Have students use Work It Out 5-7-Active Listening Strategies to generate a list of behaviors they believe indicate active listening; then review the list offered in the book under the sub-heading of "listen actively." 

Listen Actively

Use the basics of sound communication when a customer is speaking. The following 

strategies are typically helpful in sending an "I care" message when done naturally and 

with sincerity:

· SMILE!

· Do not interrupt to interject your ideas or make comments unless they are designed to clarify a point made by the customer.

· Sit or stand up straight and make eye contact with the customer.

· Lean forward or turn an ear toward the customer, if appropriate and necessary.

· Paraphrase (repeat in your own words) their statements occasionally.

· Nod and offer affirmative paralanguage statements (e.g. "I see," "uh huh," "really,""yes") to show you're tracking the conversation.

· Do not finish a customer's sentence for him or her. Let the customer talk.

 Additionally, focus on complete messages. These include the words, nonverbal 

messages, and emotions of the customer. If a customer is saying that she's satisfied with 

a product but is sending contrary non-verbal signals, you should investigate further. In a 

situation where you ran out of blue bowls being given away as gifts to people who stop 

by your trade show exhibit, the customer might say,  "Oh, that's okay. I guess a green one 

will do." At the same time their tone and facial expression may indicate disappointment. 

You could counter with, "I'm sorry we're out of the blue bowls, Mrs. Zagowski. If you'd 

like one, I can give you a certificate that will allow you to pick one up when you visit our 

store, or I can take your address and ship one to you when I get back. Would you prefer 

one of those options?"  By being "tuned in" to your customer and taking this extra 

initiative, you have gone beyond the expected and moved into the realm of  exceptional 

customer service. Mrs. Zagowski will likely appreciate your gestures and will 

probably tell others about the wonderful person she met at the trade show exhibit and 

how customer-focused you were.

Show a Willingness to Listen

By eliminating distractions, sending positive verbal and nonverbal responses, and 

actively focusing on what is being said, you can relax the customer and have a more 

meaningful dialogue. For example, when dealing with customers, you should ensure that 

you take some of the positive approaches to listening outlined earlier (e.g. turning off 

noisy equipment, facing the person, making eye contact, and smiling while responding 

in a positive manner). These small efforts can pay big dividends in the form of higher

satisfaction, lowered frustration, and a sense of being cared for on the customer's part.

Show Empathy

Put yourself in the customer's place by empathizing with him or her, especially when the 

customer is complaining about what he or she perceives to be poor service or inferior 

products. This is sometimes referred to as walking a mile in your customer's shoes to try 

to understand his or her emotions and feelings. For example, if a customer complains that 

she was expecting a specific service by a certain date but didn't get it, you might respond 

as follows: "Mrs. Ellis, I apologize that we were unable to complete ________________ 

on the 24th as promised. We dispatched a truck but the driver was involved in an 

accident. Can we make it up to you by (giving a present, taking an alternative action, 

hand-delivering, or similar actions)?"This technique, known as service recovery, is a 

crucial step in delivering quality service and remaining competitive into the 21st Century. 

Listen for Concepts

Instead of focusing on one or two details, listen to the entire message before analyzing 

and responding. For example, instead of trying to respond to one portion of a message, 

wait for the customer to provide all the details. Once they finish, ask any questions 

necessary to get the information you need to respond appropriately. For example, "Mr. 

Chi, if I understand you correctly, you'd like us to build a new prototype part to replace 

ones currently being used in the assembly. You're looking for a total cost for 

development and manufacture not to exceed $10,000. Is that correct?"

Be Patient

Not everyone communicates in the same manner. Keep in mind that it is your job to serve 

the customer. Do your best to listen and get at the customer's true meaning or need. When 

you have a customer who seems to be processing information and forming opinions or 

making a decision, don't rush him or her. This is especially important after you've 

presented product information and asked for a buying decision. Answer questions, 

provide additional information requested, but don't push. Doing so could frustrate, 

anger, and ultimately alienate the customer. In either instance, you could end up with a 

complaint or lost customer.

Listen Openly

Avoid the biases we examined earlier. Remember that you don't have to like everyone

you encounter, but you do have to respect them and treat them fairly and impartially if 

you want to maintain a business relationship. For example, whenever you encounter a 

person who is rude or from a group for which you have a personal dislike, you need to try 

to maintain your professionalism. Remember that you represent your organization and 

that you are paid by your employer to serve the customer (whomever he or she is). If a 

situation arises that you feel you cannot or prefer not to handle, call in a co-worker or 

supervisor. However, be careful in taking this latter action since you will likely unveil a 

personal preference that could later be used against you when you apply for other 

positions in the organization or elsewhere. Try to work through your differences or biases 

rather than let them hinder your ability to deal with others.

Send Positive Nonverbal Cues

Be conscious of the nonverbal messages you are sending. Even when you are verbally 

agreeing or saying yes, you may be unconsciously sending negative nonverbal messages. 

When sending a message, you should make sure that your verbal (words) and nonverbal 

(gestures, facial expressions, body cues) are in congruence. For example, if you say 

"Good morning. How may I help you?" accompanied by a gruff tone, no smile, and while 

looking away from the customer, they're not going to feel welcome or that you are

sincere in your offer to assist.

Don’t Argue

Remember when you were a child on the playground and someone said something to you 

and you responded something like, "did not." They likely challenged with a "did too." 

Soon the verbal exchange got heated, voices and tempers escalated and someone may

have even started hitting or pushing. Who won? The correct answer is "no one." That is 

why you should avoid similar childhood behaviors in dealing with others as adults – 

especially your customers or potential customers. 

When you argue, you become part of the problem and cannot be part of the solution.

Learn to phrase responses or questions positively (as shown in Chapter 3). Even when 

you go out of your way to properly serve some customers, they will respond negatively. 

Some people seem to enjoy conflict. In such instances, maintain your composure (count 

to ten silently before responding), listen, and attempt to satisfy their needs. If necessary, 

refer the customer to your  supervisor or a peer for service.

Take Notes, if necessary

If there is a complex issue, names, dates, numbers, or numerous details involved, you 

may want to take notes for future reference. This can help prevent your forgetting or 

confusing information. Once you have the notes, verify your understanding of the facts 

with your customer before trying to resolve the issue. For example, in an important client 

or customer meeting, you may want to jot down key issues, points or follow-up actions, 

or questions. Doing so shows you are committed to getting it right or taking action.

Ask Questions

Use questions to determine customer needs and to verify and clarify information 

received. This will ensure that you thoroughly understand the customer's message prior to 

taking action or responding. For example, when you first encounter a customer, you must 

discover his or her needs or what is wanted. Through a series of open-ended (typically 

start with words such as when, what, how, or why, and seek substantial amounts of 

information) and closed-end (often start with such words as do, did, are, and will, and

results in one-syllable or single-word responses) questions, you can gain useful 

information.

Instructor Note 5-33: Have students think of a time when they were shopping for an item but were unsure of the exact color or size. What questions did the salesperson use to get information from them? 

Instructor Note 5-34: Assign the Worksheet 5-5 – Benchmarking Customer Service (http://www.mhhe.com/lucas05) as an out-of-class activity. Lead a discussion of their findings at the next scheduled class meeting. 
Information Gathering Techniques

Your purpose in listening to your customers is to gather information about their needs on which you can base decisions on how to best satisfy them. Sometimes, you will need to prompt your customers to provide additional or different types of information. To generate and gather information, you can use a variety of questions. Most questions are either open-ended or closed-end.

Instructor Note 5-35: Use PowerPoint 5-14  Information Gathering Techniques and 5-15 - Open-ended Questions to help students explore open-ended questioning and the value of using effective them when dealing with customers.

Open-ended Questions

This type of questioning follows the time-tested approach used by journalists who ask questions that help determine who should act, what is to be done, when an action should be taken, where, why something should be done, and how to best accomplish the action. Open-ended questions often start with who, what, when, why, how and can be used to accomplish a number of goals.

· Identify customer needs


By asking questions, you can help determine customer needs, what he or she


wants or expects. This is a crucial task since some customers are either unsure of 


what they need or want, or do not adequately express this to you. 


Examples: 
"Ms. Deloach, what type of car are you looking for?"




 "Mr.Petell, why is an extended warranty important to you?"

· Gather a lot of information


Open-ended questions are helpful when you're just beginning a customer 


relationship and aren't sure what the customer has in mind or what's important.  


By uncovering more details you can better serve your customer. 


Example: "Mr. and Mrs. Milton, to help me better serve you, could you please 


describe what your ideal house would look like if you could build it?"

· Uncover background data


Many times when a customer calls to complain about an issue, he or she may have 


already taken previous unsuccessful steps to resolve it. In such cases, it is 


important to find out important historical information about the customer or 


situation. 


By asking open-ended questions you allow customers to tell you as much 


information as they feel is necessary to answer your question. For that reason, 


they are generally more effective for 
gathering data than closed-end questions. If 


you feel you need additional information after your customer responds to an open-


ended question, you can always ask additional ones.


Example: "Mrs. Chan,  please tell me the history behind this problem, including 


all of your previous contacts with this office?"

· Uncover objections during a sale

If you are in sales or cross selling or upselling products or services (getting a customer to buy a higher quality of product or different brand or extend or enhance existing service agreements) to current customers as a service representative, you will likely encounter objections. These reasons for not wanting or needing your product and/or service can be identified through use of open-ended questions. Such questions can be used to determine if your customer has questions or objections. Many times, people are not rejecting what you are offering outright; they simply do not see an immediate need or cannot think of appropriate questions to ask. In these cases, you can help them focus their thinking or guide their decision through use of open-ended questions. 

Be careful to listen to your customer's words and their tone when he or she offers objections. If the customer seems adamant, such as, "I REALLY don't think I want it," don't go any further with your questions. You will likely anger her or him because the customer will feel you are not listening to what is being said. A fine line exists between the two and if you cross it you could end up with a confrontation on your hands. Often active listening and experience will help you determine what course of action to take. 

Example:
Ms. Williams, from what you told me, all the features of the new RD10 model that we talked about will definitely ease some of your workload, so let me get the paperwork started so you can take it home with you. What do you think? 

· Give customer an opportunity to speak


While it is important to control the conversation in an effort to save time and thus 


allow you to serve more customers, sometimes you may want to give the 


customer an opportunity to talk. This would be crucial if he or she is are upset or 


dissatisfied about something. By allowing a customer to "vent" as you listen 


actively, you can sometimes reduce the level of tension and ultimately help 


resolve the issue.

Instructor Note 5-35: Lead a discussion on open-ended questions and how they can play a valuable role in getting customers actively involved in their own service. Ask for examples of how customer service providers have used this technique when they have gone into or called organizations for service.

Refer to sample questions shown on page 142 of the text.

Show PowerPoint 5-16 - Closed-end Questions and discuss what this type of question can do to enhance communication in a service environment.

Closed-end Questions

Open-ended questions are designed to draw out a lot of information. Traditionally, closed-end questions elicit short, one-syllable responses and gain little new information.  Many closed-ended questions can be answered "yes" or "no" or with a specific answer, such as a number, date, or similar response.

· Verifying Information



Closed-ended questions are a quick way to check what was already said or agreed 
on. Using them reinforces that you're listening and also helps prevent mistakes on your part due to misinterpreted or misunderstood information. 



Example:
"Mr. Christopherson, earlier I believe you said you've used 




our service before. Is that correct?"
· Closing an order



Once you've discovered needs and presented benefits and features of your product and service, you need to ask for a buying decision.  This brings closure to your discussion. Asking for a decision also signals the customer that it is his or her turn to speak. If he or she offers an objection, you can use the open-ended questioning format discussed earlier.



Example:
"Mr. Jones, this tie will go nicely with your new suit. May I wrap it for you?" 

· Gaining agreement



In instances where there has been ongoing dialogue, and closure or commitment is needed, closed-ended questions can often bring about that result.  



Example:
"Veronica, with everything we've accomplished today, I'd really like to be able to conclude this project before we leave. Can we 



work for one more hour?"

· Clarifying information



Closed-end questions can also help ensure that you have details correct. This prevents future misunderstandings or mistakes. Closed-end questions also help save time and reduce the number of complaints and/or product returns you or someone else will have to deal with. 



Example: 
"Ms. Jovanovich, if I heard you correctly, you said that the 



problem occurs when you increase power to 
the engine. Is that as soon as you turn the ignition key or after you've been driving the car for a while?"
Instructor Note 5-36: Lead a discussion on the role of closed-end questions in dealing with customers. Ask students to give examples where they have seen someone use closed-end questions effectively. Ineffectively?

Use PowerPoint 5-17 - Additional Question Guidelines, to review ways to use questions in a positive manner. Solicit additional ideas from students.

Additional Question Guidelines

· Avoid Criticism


Be careful not to come across as being critical in the way you ask 



questions. For example, a question like, "You're really aren’t going to 



need two of the same item, are you?" sounds like you are challenging the 



customer's decision-making. And, the bottom line is that it should not be 



your concern what they choose. Your job is to help them by providing 



excellent service. 

· Ask Positively Phrased Questions



You can ask for the same information in different ways, some more 



positive than others. 



As you interact with your customers, it is crucial to send messages in an 



open, pleasant manner. This is done by tone of voice and proper word 



selection.



In the examples below, you can see how a negative or positive word 



choice affects meaning.



Examples:



"You really don't want that color do you, Mrs. Handly?" (potentially 



negative/directive)


"We offer a wide selection of colors. Would you consider another color as an alternative, Mrs. Handly?" (positive/suggestive)

· Ask Direct Questions



You generally get what you ask for. For that reason, being very specific 



with your request for information can often result in more useful 



information. Being specific can also save time and effort. This should not 



be construed to mean that you should be abrupt or curt in your 



communication with customers or anyone else.



Example:
If you want to know what style furniture the customer 



prefers, but you know you only have three styles, don't ask a general open-


ended questions, such as: "Mrs. Harris, what style furniture were you looking for?" 


Instead, try a more structured closed-end question such as, "Mrs. Harris, we stock Colonial, French Provincial, and Victorian styles. Do any of those meet your needs?"


The latter approach prevents you having to respond, "I'm sorry we don't stock that style," after Mrs. Harris tells you she's looking for Art Deco style furniture in response to your first question.

· Ask Customers How You Can Better Serve



You will find no better or easier way to determine what the customer 



wants and expects than to ask them. They'll appreciate it and you'll do a 



better job serving them.



If appropriate, a good follow-up question to gain additional information 


following a customer's response to a question is, "That's interesting, will you please share with me why you feel that way or believe that's true?" 

Instructor Note 5-37: Divide students into equal groups and have them develop open-ended questions using Worksheet 5-6 – Asking Questions (http://www.mhhe.com/lucas05). After 10 minutes, bring the group together and discuss their answers.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

Instructor Note 5-38:  Review key chapter concepts and answer student questions. Elicit ideas on how students will apply each key concept in the customer service environment.

No matter what your current level of listening skill, there is always room for improvement. Customers expect and should receive undivided attention in any encounter they have with a service provider. Providers should continually reevaluate their own listening style, decide which areas need development, and strive for improvement. Additionally, providers should keep in mind that active listening involves more than just focusing on spoken words.  Remember that there are many obstacles that can impede listening. To overcome these, service providers need to develop the characteristics of an effective listener and strive to minimize negative habits. Through the use of the active listening process and positive questioning, they can better determine and satisfy customer needs.

SERVICE IN ACTION – General Electric

Instructor Note 5-39:
Lead a discussion related to General Electric’s success at lasting since 1876. Talk about the successful efforts of the company to grow and expand while winning accolades for it’s employee friendly workplace. Also discuss the Three Traditions of GE and how these tie to the chapter topic of listening to the customer. You may want to gather additional research information about the company to add to what is in the text.

KEY TERMS AND CONCEPTS

Instructor Note 5-40:
Use the key terms and concepts at the end of the chapter as a review vehicle, if desired. This might be in the form of a verbal quiz in which you ask students randomly to define the terms or describe the concepts.

CHAPTER REVIEW QUESTIONS

Instructor Note 5-41:
Present each Chapter Review question , elicit responses, and make appropriate comments.
Possible Answer for Chapter Review questions:

1.
What phases make up the active listening process? Hearing/receiving the message, attending, comprehending/assigning meaning, and responding.

2. How does hearing differ from listening? Hearing  is the passive physiological process of gathering sounds while listening is an active process consisting of a variety of phases.
3. According to studies, what is the average rate of listening efficiency for most adults in the United States? Why is this significant in a customer service environment? Approximately a 25 percent efficiency rate. By recognizing that most adults do not listener well, a service provider can be more careful in communicating his or her message and can also be attuned to the nonverbal signals sent by customers indicating that perhaps they did not receive an intended message or are not listening.
4. List at least six characteristics of effective listeners. Focused, responsive, alert, understanding, caring, empathetic, non-emotional, interested, patient, cautious, open, attentive, and objective.
5.
What is an important reason for practicing good listening skills in a customer service environment? In a very competitive customer environment, listening is a key skill for determining need and better gathering information in order to serve the customer effectively. Active listening can also send positive messages about the service provider and the organization, thus enhancing customer-provider relationships.
6.
Of the characteristics common to good listeners, which do you consider most important in a customer service organization? Explain. Students’ answers will vary.
7.
What obstacles to effective listening have you experienced, either as a customer service professional or as a customer? Students’ answers will vary.
8.
How can you determine when someone is not listening to what you say? Their nonverbal cues (not making eye contact, looking away, lack of paralanguage, nodding, or other affirmative listening actions) will be a good indicator. Additionally, they may not respond appropriately to questions, ask you something that you have already explained, or seem totally confused.
9.
What techniques or strategies can be used to improve your listening skills? 

Stop talking, prepare yourself, listen actively, show a willingness to listen, show empathy, listen for concepts, be patient, listen openly, send positive non-verbal cues, don’t argue, take notes, and ask questions.

9. What value does using a variety of questions have in improving the outcome of customer service encounters? It allows the customer to talk and possibly 


disclose needs, questions, or concerns. It also allows verification of 


information and understanding of what has been said already.

SEARCH IT OUT


Instructor Note 5-42: As an out-of-class activity to reinforce what students have learned from the chapter and classroom discussions, have them complete the Search It Out activity and bring their findings to class to share with the group.

To find out more about the listening process and how you can improve your listening skills, log onto the Internet and type in "listening" or any of the other topic headings or subheadings found in this chapter.

Search for the following items:


Listening activities


Quotes on listening 

Books and articles on listening (create a bibliographic list) or interpersonal communication


Research data listening

Information on any of the topics covered in this chapter (e.g. listening, open/closed-ended questions, sales objection handling)

Bring your findings back to class and be prepared to discuss with your group.

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING ACTIVITY 

Instructor Note 5-43: Divide students into groups of 3-4 people as indicated in the Collaborative Learning activity and have them role-play. Walk around to listen and make notes as they practice. Once all students have had a chance to be a "listener," bring the class together and discuss how they felt they did individually, what was easy, what was difficult, and what they learned from the practices.
To give you some practical experience using the techniques described in this chapter, you will now have an opportunity to interact with others in your group. The activity will be done in groups of 3 or 4.

Instructions:

Gather in a group of 3 or 4 students.

You will have 15 minutes per person for the activity.

Designate roles for members of the group. One person will be the listener, one the speaker, and one or two as observers.

Each person will have an opportunity to play the role of listener. For example, if there are 4 people in the group, there will be 4 rounds of activity. In the first round student #1 is the listener, student #2 is the speaker, students #3 and #4 are observers. At the end on the first round, roles shift. Student #2 becomes the listener, student #3 becomes the speaker, students #1 and #4 become observers. The rounds continue until everyone has been in each role.

The speaker will spend five-seven minutes sharing a customer service experience he or she has had in the past few weeks (positive or negative). The experience should be one that lasted for several minutes in order to have enough detail to share with the student’s peers. The speaker should tell what type organization he or she was in, why he or she was there, how greeted, behaviors of the customer service provider, how the provider dealt with issues, concerns and questions, and anything else the speaker can recall.

As the speaker talks, the "listener" is to pay attention and exhibit as many of the positive listening skills discussed in this chapter as possible.

The observers are to watch and take notes on what they see. Specifically, they should look for use of the positive listening skills and any other behaviors exhibited (positive or negative).

After each speaker has finished his or her story, the listener, then the speaker, then the observer(s) (in that order) will answer the following questions about the listener's behavior:
What was done well from a listening standpoint?

What needed improvement?

Any additional comment or suggestions.

FACE TO FACE 

Instructor Note 5-44:
Have students individually complete the questions at the end of the face-to-face activity. Next, divide them into equal groups and give them 15 minutes to discuss their answers. Bring the group back together and lead a discussion of the case.

Possible Answers to Questions:

1. Do you think Mr. Boyle should take Regal's past performance record into


consideration? Why or why not? Objectively yes. He has an on going


relationship with the organization. However, many customers react 


emotionally to situations such as this and focus on the moment. Such reaction 


is human. As stated, one of the reasons that Mr. Boyle has patronized Regal’s 


for so long is the fact that employees are typically cheerful, helpful, and 


efficient.


2. What listening skills addressed in this chapter should you use in this


situation? Why? Certainly empathy is crucial. In addition, you should be 


understanding, be patient and keep your emotions in check, remain attentive 


as he speaks, watch his nonverbal cues, use paralanguage, not interrupt, and 


paraphrase as appropriate. You should do these things because you need to 


effectively gather the information necessary to help resolve this issue. You 


also do not want to escalate his emotional state and risk losing him as a 


customer.

3.
What can you possibly do or say which might resolve this situation 


positively?  Apologize repeatedly, as necessary. Work towards resolution of 


this issue. You might suggest that you will talk to your manager and ask 


him/her to telephone Mrs. Boyle to apologize and explain the mistake. Also, 

refund the cost of the flowers and issue a credit toward a future order (if you have the authority to offer such things).

4.
Based on information provided, how would you have reacted in this situation 


if you were Mr. Boyle? Why?  Answers will vary by student. 

5. If you were Mr. Boyle, what could be done or said to convince you to 


continue to do business with Regals? Some of the strategies in # 3 might work. 


Assurances that it would not happen again would also be important.

PLANNING TO SERVE

Instructor Note 5-45: 
Have students work individually or in groups to complete the Planning to Serve activity.

PAGE  
216

