
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dealing with Challenging SELCO Patrons  
Customer Interactions in Today’s World  
 

 

 

 

Workshop Objectives: 
 

• Understand trends affecting customer interactions 

• Learn general strategies for dealing with challenging customer 
behaviors 

• Offer collaborative input for addressing specific SELCO situations  
• Identify active listening strategies that prevent escalation in tense 

customer situations 



 2 

You’re Not Alone 
 

 

Trends Affecting Customer Interactions  
 

� Increased consumer knowledge 
o Inside the black box 
o The informed consumer 
o Information and demands 

 
� Changing societal demographics and norms 

o Cultural diversity  
o Societal values 

 

� Use of technology  
o Our 24/7 world 
o Instant gratification expectations 

 

� Definition of “common” courtesy  
o Is the customer ever wrong? 
o What’s common anymore?   

� A woman comes into a discount store with a well-used pair of 
socks. She has no receipt or packaging and demands a full 
refund.  

 
 

� A man eats all but one bite of his pasta and tells his server that 
is meal wasn’t up to his expectations. He says he is unwilling to 
pay for his ravioli.  

 
 

� A parent complains to a daycare center director because her 
toddler’s teacher has asked that Johnny work on sharing toys 
with other children in his group.  
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A Scenario  
 
Two years ago, Sam was charged a late fee for a book he says he 
returned on time. Although the computer records indicated he returned 
the book after it was due, you cleared the fine from his record without 
any further questions.  
 
Since that incident, it seems that Sam is looking for reasons to complain 
about you and your colleagues. For example, about six months ago, 
Sam came in criticizing the reference librarian.  She had offered him 
guidance on how to access the electronic resources collection. Sam 
claimed her faulty instructions cost him an hour of “messing around on 
his computer for no good reason.”   
 
Most recently, Sam has asked to speak with “someone in charge” 
because the book he placed on reserve was not available when he came 
to check it out. (His hold had expired after he failed to pick his materials 
up within a week’s time.)   
 
Sam visits the library frequently. Last week when a staff member asked 
him if she could help him in any way, he snarled back, “How could you? 
You don’t know what I want.” Sam is threatening to write a letter to the 
library’s board of directors.  

 
What would you do?  
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Dealing with Challenging Patron Behaviors 
Oftentimes…. 
 

� Evokes an emotional response 
o Thought-emotion connection 
o Connection to past personal experiences  

 
 Thoughts: 

Parents shouldn’t use library staff as a babysitting service. I 
would never leave my child someplace without direct 
supervision. How can a parent think this is okay?   

 
Emotions: 

Irritation (at feeling taken advantage of)  
Frustration (at being asked to discipline children)  
Impatience (at being unable to do other work tasks)  

 
� Requires dynamic problem-solving and decision-
making  
o More than one “right” solution 
o May or may not be a policy or procedure in place  
o May be an entirely unique situation 

 
� Involves differences in expectations 

o Differences in perceptions of what is actually happening 
o Varied life experiences  
o Unique personal values, e.g., what a person “should” or 

“should not” do 
o Customer entitlement and respect boundaries 
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Handling Difficult Patron Situations 
An Approach 
 

� Create some “processing time” whenever appropriate and 
feasible.  
o Assess your own reactions.  
o Evaluate other resources (e.g., formal policies) 

available to you.  
o Gather input from supervisors or colleagues.  
o Prevent escalating emotions.  

 
� Hone in on the behavior(s) you are trying to address.  

o Try to resist using labels and generalizations.  
o Detach from the emotion.  
 

From To 

That man was the rudest 
person I have ever met. I 
can’t believe he would treat 
me that way.  

That patron was yelling 
profanities at me when he 
disagreed with what I was 
sharing with him.  

  
� Identify if any of your personal hot buttons being pushed.   

o The stronger your emotions, the more likely it is that 
one of your own hot buttons has been pushed.  

o Hot buttons are often connected to our personal 
values.  

 
� Gather the tools you have available to address the 

situation. 
  
� Give patrons choices whenever feasible. However, make 

expectations clear.  
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SELCO Situations 
 

  
Description of behavior 

 
Your Suggestions 

1. Patron monopolizes staff time with 
frequent, lengthy personal 
conversations.  

 

2. Parents leave children unattended at 
the library who:  

• have bladder control issues.  

• cry while they are in the 
library. 

• fight with their siblings while in 
the library. 

 

3. Patron regularly asks for special 
treatment (e.g., extended use of the 
computer) based on his/her support 
of the library, e.g., being a Friend of 
Library or former board member.  

 

4. Patron is disrupting others in the 
library by: 

• talking loudly.  
• interrupting other patrons. 

• displaying sexual behavior in 
library. 

 

5. Patron is treating library staff in a 
disrespectful manner by:  

• yelling at a staff member.  
• swearing at a staff member.  

• making angry demands or 
accusations. 

 

6. Patron makes attempts to maneuver 
around lending guidelines by: 

• consistently denying knowledge 
of late fee policies.  

• using family members’ cards to 
check out additional DVD’s etc.  

 



 7 

Characteristics of Active Listening 
 

� Show interest and be sincere. Use both verbal and nonverbal cues 

to demonstrate that you truly care about the speaker and their message.  
 

� Ask questions. Ask for clarity as well as to follow up. 

 

� Avoid distractions. Don’t try to do two things at once. Make the 

speaker feel they have your total attention. 
 

� Use direct eye contact. If taking notes, be sure to stop and look at 

person as often as possible. 
 

� Do not interrupt. Pause and count to three to make sure the speaker 

has completed their statements. 
 

� Read both the verbal and nonverbal message. If they don’t 

match, you will need to ask questions to get the message.  
 

� Be empathetic. Recognize and acknowledge the other person’s feelings 

and emotions. 
 

� Paraphrase to correct misinterpretations, reflect the literal 

message, and improve retention. 
 

� Evaluate the message after hearing all the facts. 
 

� Concentrate on the message as well as the messenger. 
Check your biases.  

 

� Give feedback to check accuracy, express your perception, and broaden 

the interaction.  
 

� Listen with your entire body. Think about your nonverbals. 

 

� Don’t talk too much! 
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Barriers to Effective Listening 
 

� Physiological limitations  
 
 

� Inadequate background information  
 
 

� Selective memory  
 
 

� Selective expectation  
 
 

� Fear of being influences / persuaded  
 
 

� Bias  
 
 

� Boredom  
 
 

� Distractions 
 
 

� Rehearsing 
 
 

� Perception  
 
 

� Emotions  
 

 

 

Be a good listener.  Your ears will never get you in trouble. 
--Frank Tyger 
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During Tense Customer Situations 
The following tips are adapted from Yale University Libraries based on the National Crisis 
Prevention Institute recommendations on dealing with crisis situations. 
 

� Remain calm and be empathetic.  
o Try to show respect. Avoid being judgmental.  

� Clarify messages.  
o Use active listening techniques.  

� Respect personal space.  
o Don't stand too close for comfort.  

� Be aware of body position.  
o Don't stand straight in front of another person or appear to 

block his/her avenue of escape.  
o Keep your nonverbal cues non-threatening.  

� Permit verbal venting where possible.  
o Let the angry person blow off steam.  

� Set and enforce reasonable limits.  
o State what you will permit.  
o Offer a choice of actions or alternatives if you can.  

� Avoid overreacting.  
o Strive to remain calm, rational and professional.  
o Avoid the use of humor, sarcasm or personal remarks.  

� Avoid using physical techniques (pushing, 
grabbing, etc.) except when personal safety is at 
risk.  

o Physical techniques can only make things worse, and may 
lead to subsequent lawsuits.  

� Ignore challenging questions.  
o Do not respond to challenges to your authority, training, 

intelligence, policy, etc.  
o Do not argue with outrageous statements.  

� Be a team member when confronting a disturbed 
patron.  

o Get help and do not try to handle the situation alone.  
o Alert other staff members when strange behavior occurs.   
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Phrases that Drive Customers Crazy 
 

Phrase Alternative 

I don’t know . . . “That’s a good question.  Let me 
check and find out.” 

We can’t do that. “That’s a tough one.  Let’s see 
what we can do.”  Then try to 
find an alternative solution. 

You’ll have to . . . “Here’s how we can help you with 
that.”  OR “The next time that 
happens, here’s what you can 
do.” 

Hold on a second.  I’ll be right 
back. 

It may take me two or three 
minutes (or other realistic 
estimate) to get that.  “Are you 
able to hold/wait while I check?” 

No, when used at the beginning 
of a sentence. 

Turn the negative into positive.  
“We aren’t able to refund your 
money, however we can . . .” 
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