
Farm Marketing Workshop C: Dealing with Difficult 

Customers 

Thursday morning 9:00 am 

Where: Grand Gallery (main level) Room E & F 

Back by popular demand, Katie from ZingTrain, of the Zingermanï¿½'s Community of 

Businesses, (which started with the famous Deli) will share her vast experience in teaching 

others about the three steps to giving great service and the five steps to effectively handling 

customer complaints. She will also share Zingermanï¿½s elements of building a culture of 

great customer service. Katie will draw on her experience at Zingerman's Bakehouse, where 

she led a team that grew annual sales by 40% to $1.6 million in her six years there. 

Moderator: Bob Tritten, District Fruit Educator, MSU Extension, Flint, MI 

  

9:00 am Zingerman's Approach to Giving Great Service & Effectively Handling 

Complaints (including difficult customers)  

 Elnian Gilbert, ZingTrain, Ann Arbor, MI 

12:00 noon Session Ends 

  



the art of givInG great 
service & Dealing with 
DiFfiCuLT customers

Presented by Elnian Gilbert
for GLEXPO

December 8, 2016

beforE
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1. Your Name:

2. Your Business/Organization:

3. Thinking of a success story, when you handled a difficult 
customer situation well:
• What did you like about how you handled the 

situation?

• What might you do differently, with the benefit of 
hindsight?

introductions

By the end of the workshop, you will be able to:

1. Explain Zingerman's approach to customer service 
and how it can be adapted to work for you.

2. Use new tools and techniques, including role-plays, 
to supplement and reinforce in-house customer 
service improvement initiatives.

3. Call upon a network of peers to help get past  
roadblocks.

workshop objectives

In small groups, share your answers 
to the following questions:

Please be prepared to share any common themes on 
the last question from your group.
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Training Compact
Trainees agree to: 

Take responsibility for  
the effectiveness of their training  

at Zingerman’s.

Trainer agrees to: 
a) Document clear performance expectations.

b) Provide training resources. 
c) Recognize performance.

d) Reward performance.



 4

misSIon staTemEnt
We share the Zingerman's Experience
Selling food that makes you happy
Giving service that makes you smile
In passionate pursuit of our mission
Showing love and care in all our actions
To enrich as many lives as we possibly can.
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Fiscal Year 2016 - 2017

CurRenT StATE of
Managing Partner(s) Staff Annual Plan Sales

Q1-Q4 Forecast 
Sales

1982
Grace Singleton
Rick Strutz
Rodger Bowser

205 $ 17.3 million $ 17.3 million

1992 Frank Carollo
Amy Emberling 140 $ 11.6 million $ 11.6 million

1994 Maggie Bayless 13 $ 2.2 million $ 2.2 million

1995
Mo Frechette
Toni Morell
Tom Root

90
(Q2 
440)

$ 15.3 million $ 15.3 million

2001 Aubrey Thomason 16 $ 1.5 million $ 1.5 million

2003 Alex Young 163 $ 9.3 million $ 9.3 million

2004 Steve Mangigian 27 $ 3.0 million $ 3.0 million

2009 Charlie Frank 5 $ 563,000 $ 563,000

2014 Kieron Hales 14 $ 1.5 million $ 1.5 million

2015 Ji Hye Kim 4 $ 1.5 million $ 1.5 million

Ari Weinzweig & Paul 
Saginaw, Co-Founding 
Partners
Ron Maurer, Partner, CAO

38

ZCoB TOTALS 709 $ 63.6 million $ 63.6 million
* Staff Partners are employees from the ZCoB who are an active part of the Partner’s Group & included in the consensus decision making

Department for People, 
Donations, Finance, 
Intentional Technology, 
Marketing & Graphics, 
Payroll, Service Steward, 
Zingerman’s Press

Staff Partners* 
Larry Robillard, Arianna Tellez, & 
Sara Whipple
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3 steps to great service

1. Figure out what the customer wants.

• 10/4 Rule
 
• Engage

2. Get it for them.

• Accurately

• Politely

• Enthusiastically

3. Go the extra mile.
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power of language
avoid instead Try thoughTs
“Can I help you?”
“May I help you?”

Saying almost anything that greets the 
guest and gets them into a conversation. 
“What can I help you find today?”

The automatic answer to “Can I help you?" 
is “No, just looking." It’s a conversation 
stopper, not starter.

“You should ...” Identify your expectations and state it 
clearly: “Would you please ... ”; “Would 
you mind ... ?”; “Could you ... ?”

“Shoulds” are usually tip-offs that  you have 
unspoken expectations.

“You have to ...”
“You have to go to 
the Next Door for 
the soda.”

“One option is ... “; “If you’re looking for 
___, it’s right around the corner.”; “The 
soda fountain is located in the Next 
Door, and here’s your cup!”

No one likes being bossed around!  Help the 
guest feel taken care of, not ordered around.

“I have to...” “I’m going to ...”; “I’d like to ... “ Why do you have to?  Making a conscious 
choice is far preferable to feeling “forced” or 
to “making a sacrifice.” 

“I can’t...”
“We don’t do 
that...”

"Normally we don’t, but let’s see if we 
can find a way.”;  “What I can do is .... “

We’re Zingerman’s - if we can make it 
happen, we’ll do it!   Also, if we really aren’t 
able to do what they’re asking, lead with 
options to find a solution for the guest.

“We’re out of that.” "I’m sorry, we’re temporarily out of that 
- what we do have is _____.”;  “If you can 
wait a moment, I’ll call _____ and see if 
we have some.”

We’re not out ‘til we’re out in the ZCoB or in 
town.  Have an alternative in mind to offer if 
we’re not able to get the item they wanted.

“We don’t carry 
that (anymore).”

“I’m sorry, I’m not familiar with that. Let 
me check ...”; “I’m sorry, that particular 
item is on vacation, but we do have 
_____.”; “Could I take your name and 
number and let you know when it’s 
back?”

Don’t make final pronouncements - if 
enough people request it, we’ll start carrying 
it (again).  Suggest something else as an 
option, then document their request on a 
Code Red.

“Anything else?”
“Is that all?”

“What else can I get for you today?”
“What’s next?”; “How else can I help 
you?”; “Will you be needing any caviar 
with your order today?”

“Anything else?” sounds like you’re trying 
to get rid of the customer and discourages 
additional sales or conversation.

“They 
(Zingerman’s)...”

“We ...” Saying “they” implies you are not part of the 
organization.

“Hold please” “May I put you on hold?” This IS a question, and customers can say 
no!

“No problem.” “You’re welcome!”; “My pleasure”; 
“Happy to help”

When a customer thanks you, and your reply 
is “No problem,” you are implying that it was 
a problem that they asked you for help.
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   It’s a given that by the time you start working for Zingerman’s you’ve probably spent some  
   statistically significant portion of your life on the telephone.  We’re all perfectly capable of 
picking up a phone and talking into it.  But just as each of us needs to learn to taste food from a professional instead 
of a personal perspective, so too we need to learn to take the art of telephone service seriously.  At Zingerman’s we 
do millions of dollars of business a year on the telephone.  It is imperative that we give the best, most professional 
service possible whenever we are on the phone.  

Here’s 10 things you can do tomorrow to improve your phone service.  

1.   If the phone is ringing, answer it.  OK, so it’s obvious.  But let’s face it—all too often the obvious goes 
unnoticed, costing us customer satisfaction in the process.  So don’t tune out those endlessly ringing phones—
answer them.   Our phones need to be answered within 3  (not 30) rings.  We do a great deal of our business 
over the phone, and answering the phone is everyone’s responsibility.  Not answering a ringing phone is akin 
to ignoring a customer standing at the counter waiting to order.   

2.   Start out on the right foot.  The more effectively you get a phone conversation off on the right foot, the 
higher the likelihood of getting a positive, low stress result.  We answer our phones: “Good morning/afternoon/
evening, this is Zingerman's (Business Name).   (Your Name) speaking. How may I help you?” The words alone 
don’t cut it, so say it with meaning, like you’re having a whole lot of fun.  

3.   “Body language” talks.  Ever talk to one of those telephone sales people who have about as much  
enthusiasm as a bowl of overcooked rice pudding?  Our customers may not be able to see you, but nevertheless 
you communicate your “body language” and attitude over the phone lines.  Smiling while you’re on the phone 
makes a difference.  Enthusiasm is even more critical on the phone than in person.  Remember, with each and 
every customer your job is to get them to think they were the best thing that happened to you that day.

4.   Politeness counts.  On the phone courtesy counts even more important than in person.  Be careful to convey 
patience and gratitude for the customers’ business at all times.

5. Accuracy and attention to detail are critical.  Always read back an order to the customer, in order to avoid 
mistakes. If a customer is phoning in an order for pick-up, tell them where to pick it up and the current wait.

6. End every call by thanking the customer.  We want them to be glad they called us!  

7. You’re with a customer and the phones are ringing:  Excuse yourself (“I’m so sorry, would you  mind if 
I grab that and ask them to hold a moment or get them some help?” Answer the phone.  (It’s okay to let the 
customer know you are just finishing up an order.) Ask the customer if  you can put them on hold. Ask for help 
on the phone from your coworkers.  Return to your in-house customer, they take top priority.

8. If you’re on the phone and a customer walks up to the counter:  Make eye contact with the walk-
in customer ASAP.  As soon as it’s appropriate, excuse yourself on the phone (“I’m sorry, I need to greet a 
customer, but I’ll be right back with you”), then greet the customer.  Let them know you’re with another 
customer on the phone but you’ll be right with them.  Go back to the customer on the phone:  “I’m sorry about 
that.  Thanks for being patient.  Now, what can I do for you today?”

9. “May I put you on hold?” is a question, not a statement.  Be sure to give the customer a chance to 
answer your question before you put them on hold!

10. Remember to go the extra mile.  Just as giving great service in person demands that we go the extra mile 
for our customers, so too we want to go the extra mile on the phone.  Offer information about a product the 
customer can’t see; offer to meet the customer in person if they’re coming on-site; call the customer back later 
to see how they liked their food.  These things all improve service and build sales.  

10 tips for efFECtive teLEphone sErvice
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5 steps to efFectively  
handling customer complaints
1. Acknowledge the complaint.

2. Sincerely apologize. 

3. Take action to make things right.

4. Thank the customer.

5. Document the complaint.
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Phrases that have a calming effect … 

v I’m so sorry for the inconvenience 

v You’re absolutely right 

v I’m so embarrassed that we did that 

v No wonder you’re feeling frustrated 

v Please tell me what happened 

v How can I help? 

v We value you 

v We are so grateful for your business 

v I appreciate what you’re saying 

v Yes 

v Let me write this down so I’ve got it right 

v I’m sure we can find a solution 

v I want to resolve this for you 

v I’m more than happy to do that 

v We’ll make it right 

v I’ll find out for you right away 

v Help me with some details so I can fix this for you 

v I can completely understand why you feel that way 

v I agree  

v Let me see if I understand you clearly 

v I’m here to help you 

v I’m here to serve you 

v I’m not going to do anything else until I get to the bottom of this for you 

v You’re right 

v I’ll get to work on this immediately 

v I see what you mean 

v Thank you so much 

v As hard as it is to hear when we’ve let a customer down, we’re so 

grateful that you got in touch. 
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Tips for writing an effective apology letter  
on behalf of Zingerman’s

Time is of the essence.
When an apology letter needs to be written, write it immediate-

ly-–certainly by the end of the day, sooner if you’re responding to 

an email. People are always pleased with a prompt response and 

tend to get more annoyed if they feel they are being ignored.

If you took the complaint, write the  
letter yourself.
Typically the person who first hears the complaint has the best 

idea exactly what the problem was/is and can respond most 

effectively. However, if the complaint was resolved in person and 

you’re just doing some additional follow-up, it can be a nice 

touch to have a manager or owner write the letter.

Make it real. Make it personal. 
This isn’t a form letter so make sure it doesn’t sound like one.  

Use your own voice and write from the heart. If the customer’s 

style is formal, yours should be as well. If their style is more 

casual, yours can be as well. However, don’t be too casual– 

especially with email. You don’t want to come across as if you're 

taking the situation too lightly. When in doubt, be more formal.  

A short, to the point response may be appropriate for a short,  

to the point letter or email. But a long, detailed explanation from 

the customer requires a response that shows you have also given 

the situation both time and thought.  

Do not make excuses. Ever.
Customers usually don’t care why the problem happened;  

they just want to know what you’re going to do about it. 

Give the customer a way to contact  
you with feedback.
Whether it’s your phone number or email address  
(preferably both), be sure to include a way for the customer  
to get a hold of you. Asking for specific feedback in your letter  
is a good idea:  “I hope that you’ll use the enclosed gift  
certificate to give us another chance. And I would very much 
appreciate you letting me know how we do on your next 
visit.” “If you can let me know when you’ll next be in the store, 
I will arrange to be there so we can sample the olive oils  
together and find something that can replace the one you 

loved that we haven’t been able to source.”  

Follow-up. We’re not done until the  
customer is satisfied.
Just writing an apology letter or email isn’t enough. And you 

can’t always count on the customer to respond to your letter.  

It’s important to be sure the problem is actually taken care of.  

If you’ve sent a gift certificate and invited the guest to return to 

give you another chance, make a note to call or email in a couple 

of weeks to see if they’ve been in and, if so, how their experi-

ence went. If you sent an apology email but got no response, 

send one that says something along the lines of “ I just wanted to 

touch base and make sure you received my earlier email. Is there 

anything else I can do to help you feel better about shopping with 

us in the future?”

Have someone else read your letter  
or email before you send it.
It’s a good idea to have someone read over any letter that’s  

going out to a customer, but getting a second pair of eyes on an 

apology letter is especially important. It’s a given that you want 

to make sure there are no typos or grammatical mistakes. Equally 

important is making sure that excuses or a defensive tone haven’t 

crept in. Often we don’t realize that a particular turn of phrase 

sends a different message than what we truly meant to convey, 

but someone else is able to pick that up.

Know when to pick up the phone.
The written word is very powerful, but there are times when  

you can get to the crux of an issue much more quickly by having 

a conversation. If you need additional information about what 

happened, if the customer is especially upset or if you’ve gotten 

bogged down in a cycle of back and forth emails—pick up the 

phone and call. Writing an apology letter should never be used 

to avoid an in-person or on the phone apology, if one of those 

options would actually be more effective. 
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Your Name:  ______________________  Date:  __________   

Order / Incident Date: ____________  Time: ______  AM/PM

Your Business: 

Business(es) receiving Code Red:

q shared with all businesses affected

q how?

Guest’s Name:     

Phone:             Fax (if needed):     

Mailing Address:

Original Order Number:    

Email:

2.  how diD you handle things?

Please check all that apply!*
Operations
q Facilities & equipment

q Marketing &  
         communications issue

q Technology issue

Service

q Didn’t meet guest’s  
          service expectations

q Guest unhappy with price

q ZCoB-related confusion

q Suggestion/Request

q Other

Product

     q Wrong Product

 q Not up to spec

 q Not delivered  
                in timeframe

 q Item left out

 q Foreign object

     q Out of stock

Preferences

 q Guest didn’t like

 q Not what the
                guest expected

* Remember, for internal complaints, go direct.

1.  what hApPenEd?

Final Guest  
Temperature:  
(Color in  
your response.)

What did you do to make it  
right for the guest?

q Replaced product 

q Product credit for future use

q Gift certificate

q Gift card 

q MIR order #

q Refund

q Comped

q Other (please explain)

4. cost
        From the flip side: 

  Product Cost $

 Delivery $

 Labor $

 Refund $

 Additional Credit $ 

 Full Cost:

            Lost Sale/Missed Opportunity 
                        $

$

Furious

Calm

Very Upset

Moderately Upset         

Annoyed

Initial Guest  
Temperature:  
(Color in
 your response.)

Furious

Calm

Very Upset

Moderately Upset         

Annoyed

Happy

Happy

Please be sure to give a copy to all  
the businesses or departments affected.

3.  stilL conCErned?
What further actions should we take to make sure we go the extra mile for this guest?  
(If you request an action, please follow up within 24 hours to ensure it was done.)

Take a second to get down key details, from the smallest request to the biggest mistake:

q Other

who:

  m completed!

   date:

q Letter / Card/  

         Email / Phone Call

 who:

  m completed!

  date:
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5 steps to handling complaints 
1. Acknowledge the complaint
2. Sincerely apologize
3. Take action to make things right
4. Thank the customer
5. Document the complaint

Role Plays Are a Place to Practice
• We ask for volunteers to be the customer and service giver (offering prizes helps!)
• It’s OK to make mistakes; this is a chance to practice. Don’t expect to get it all right!
• The service providers can ask to stop and start over at any point. They can also ask for help 

from a “manager” by calling on anyone in the audience.
• It’s a lot easier to think of things to do/say when you are watching than when you are the 

one in the role-play. Observers will be asked for input on what went well and what could 
be done differently next time, so watch carefully and take notes below!

• Role plays are a magical place where anything is possible - we are not bound by reality - 
they're about practicing the service steps and not about having the "right" answer.

debrief role plays, using a variation of liked best/next time
• Was the customer realistic?
• What did the service provider do well?  What did you like best about what they did?
• What might they do differently next time?
• Did they follow the steps?  If not, which ones were missed?

observER notes

Set The scenE
It's most helpful to choose a scenario that the service provider would be likely to encounter 
regularly.  A few examples:

• Great Service: a new customer (or employee) who isn’t familiar with our products, 
services or systems.

• Handling Complaints: Use the scenario from the Common Complaints exercise!  Or 
use a "soft" complaint, like "I can't find ____," or "I'm lost!"

3 steps to great service
1. Figure out what the customer wants 
2. Get it for them 
 (Accurately, Politely & Enthusiastically)
3. Go the extra mile

customer service role pLays

Liked best? Next time?
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Things to consider
•  The Power of Language

•  It's all about free choice

•  Energy at work

•  Belief-Action Cycle

my belief

my action

others' beliefs

others' 
actions
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COMMONLY HELD BELIEFS OUR BELIEFS
“People are out to take advantage of you” “People are generally trying to do the right 

thing”

“Young people today have a terrible work 
ethic”

“Loads of young people have a great work 
ethic”

“It’s nearly impossible to find good employees” “There’s lots of good people out there - our job 
is to create an organization that brings out the 
best in them”

“Only geniuses, or naturally talented stars get 
to great success”

“Everyone is a creative, unique individual who 
can do great things in their lives”

“I’ll find joy and happiness when I get things 
going really well”

“Things will go well when I’m finding the joy in 
all the great little things that surround me every 
day now”

“Work is draining - Let’s try to do as little as we 
have to”

“Good work can be one of the most fulfilling 
things one ever engages in! - Let’s figure out 
how to make it ever more rewarding for all 
involved”

“Employees are hired to do their jobs” “We hire people to help us run the business”

“There’s a constant tension between your work 
and your ‘life’” 

“It’s all one life - let’s make it all great”

“We don’t have time to take care of ourselves 
because we need to take care of our patients 
and our families”

“If we don’t take care of ourselves, respect 
ourselves, live a life we feel good about liv-
ing, then we will ultimately fail to really create 
a healthy support system for our families, our 
partners and patients. 

“I have to get as much for myself as I can” “The more generous we are, the better we - and 
everyone around us - will do”

“Happiness and joy are things that are likely to 
come to you when things are going well”

“Things are likely to go well when we actively 
choose to be happy and live joyful lives”

“There’s nothing I can do!”
“I have no choice!”

“Every action we take is based on choice”

“What we believe is based on what’s already 
happening in the world”

“What’s happening in the world is based on 
what we believe”

the power of beliefs
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To generate action steps for customer service 
improvements that can be implemented for the 
next season.

Working on your own or in small groups:

1. Think about what you have learned today, 
and decide on areas you'd like to target for 
improvement.

2. Using the Action Steps Summary on the next 
page, list at least 3 action steps that can be 
completed in the months ahead. Be sure to 
note a deadline and who needs to be involved 
for each.

3. Prioritize your action items, and be ready to 
share your #1 action item with the rest of the 
group.

agenda: 

purpose: 

limit: ____ minutes to complete

actioN PLaNniNG
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Need more help? Call (734) 930-1919!

Actual 
completion

date

Action Step
Target 

completion
date

Who needs to

be involved?

action steps 
summary
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1. What was the most surprising or interesting thing 
you learned?

2. What are one or two action steps that you will 
take when you return to work?

Final RefLECTion



ZingTrain was founded in 
1994 to share Zingerman's 
unique and uniquely 
successful approach to 
business.

Our training covers a variety of topics including 
customer service, marketing, leadership, training, 
visioning, open book management, and more!

We offer:
• Public 2-day seminars and 4-hour workshops 
• Private training at our location or yours
• Implementation support and Vision Facilitation
• Books and Training DVDs
• Keynotes

ZingTrain shares the tools, techniques and philosophies 
that are honed by constant use and improvement in 
Zingerman’s businesses, each and every day.  

Amongst the praise we frequently hear from our clients 
is that our approach and systems are applicable 
to businesses of varying industries, organizational 
structures and size -- and that they love how committed 
we are to their success!

what is                   ?

• Restaurants, Hospitality, and 
Entertainment

• Governments, Cities and 
Public Associations 

• Real Estate and Property 
Management

• IT Services
• Retailers and Food Co-ops
• Law Firms
• Libraries, Universities, Schools
• Non-Profits
• Financial Services
• Manufacturers/Makers/

Producers
• Dental and Health Care
• Trade Associations, including 

the National Cooperative 
Grocers (NCG)

Sign up for e-news: zingtrain.com
Call us: 734-930-1919
Email us: zingtrain@zingermans.com

Stay in 
touch!

Our Clients

Go to zingtrain.com to see 
a list of specific clients and 
read real-life client stories!

“The ZingTrain work was just the absolute perfect 
message at the perfect time.  Every single person in the 
group was impacted by it.  It’s changing the way our 
entire team is working.”  - Rick Bayless, Frontera Grill
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elnian GiLbert 
Trainer & Keynote Speaker, Zingerman’s Training, Inc. 
 
 
Elnian’s 10 years of experience at Zingerman’s includes 
multiple businesses and positions, from her start at 
Zingerman’s Mail Order to logistical experience at 
ZingTrain.  It is this breadth of experience that Elnian 
brings to her role as a trainer, sharing Zingerman’s 
approach to business though ZingTrain’s public 
training, personalized training, facilitation, and 
keynotes. 
Her particular areas of expertise are Customer Service, 
Training, Open Book Management, and organizational 
change as well as vision facilitation.  Elnian finds it 
exceptionally rewarding to figure out what a client 
needs, then tailor training to deliver it; helping them 
adapt and apply the tools and techniques used at 
Zingerman’s over the past 30 plus years. 
Most recently, Elnian delivered a keynote, “Building a 
Culture of Great Service,” for the ArtHouse 
Convergence and the Michigan Mosquito Control 
Association conferences. 
Elnian’s style is engaging, humorous and full of real-
world stories.  Her down-to-earth approach, thorough 
preparation, and experience as a trainer helps her 
connect with participants from a wide array of 
industries, including libraries, information technology, 
dentists, specialty retail, co-operative groceries, and 
more. 

Recent clients say:  
“Your presentation regarding 
providing good customer 
service was very interesting 
and well received by the 
crowd.  Many folks rated it as 
one of the best presentations 
they heard during the day-and-
a-half conference.  We also 
appreciated how you provided 
specific examples about 
mosquito control and customer 
service.”  
Mary McCarry, Michigan 
Mosquito Control Association 
 

“No question that the 
instructors truly believe the 
material and live it.  This 
authenticity is the keystone of 
their effectiveness.  Plus, they 
are both CLEARLY skilled in 
training delivery. " 
Victor DiBlasi, EFG Companies 

 
 
Contact Elnian at: 
egilbert@zingermans.com 
734-930-1919 


