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The value of your happiest customers is well 

understood, but the influence and potential of angry 

customers should not be underestimated. On average, 

Americans tell nearly twice as many people about 

negative experiences as positive ones, and the anger 

of the social media-empowered customer can easily go 

viral and inspire a movement. Of the millions of people 

who post tweets about customer service every week, 80 

percent are negative. All it takes is the right hashtag at 

the right moment to turn one person’s gripe into a social-

media maelstrom. 

All that outrage has an impact. In a 2013 study from 

Dimensional Research, 86 percent of respondents said 

negative reviews on social media influenced their decisions 

on whether or not to buy a product or service. Perhaps partly 

as a result of all this anger voiced online, people are feeling 

mistrustful of businesses in general. A survey of Canadians in 

early 2015 found trust levels in companies plummeting, with 

only 47 percent saying they trust businesses, down from 62 

percent just a year before.

INTRODUCTION



LOVE YOUR ANGRIEST CUSTOMERS   |    VISION CRITICAL 3

ngry customers translate into lost 
business, damaged reputations and 

sliding stock prices. How a company responds 
to a raging customer can mean the difference 
between success and catastrophic failure. 
Understanding what motivates customer anger 
can make all the difference—it’s vital to know 
why your customers feel the way the way 
they do.
 
Sometimes, your most irate customers are the 
ones who love you the most. They’re angry 
because they feel betrayed. And as your most 
loyal, most committed customers, their insight 
and impressions are particularly valuable 
because they know your company.

Companies must seize the opportunity to 
convert anger back into love, but doing so 
takes more than a few well-meaning replies 
on social media or apologetic emails. As with 
any relationship, fixing it requires rebuilding 
trust through meaningful engagement that 
leads to real understanding. By investing in 
an ongoing conversation that yields deep 
insight about your customer, your company 
can emerge from an outbreak of customer 
anger even stronger than before. When you 
truly understand your customers, you’ll spend 
less time reacting to anger because you’ll 
proactively reduce the chance of anger 
taking root.

It takes 12 positive experiences to make up for 
one unresolved negative experience.

 
Source: “Understanding Customers” by Ruby Newell-Legner
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 DANGER ZONE 
The WRONG Way to Respond to Anger
There’s a right way and a wrong way to 
respond to angry customers. With so much at 
stake, it’s vital to react to angry customers in 
a smart and constructive manner. Yet so many 
major companies do the exact opposite.
 
Mike Jeffries, the former Abercrombie & 
Fitch CEO, famously bungled his response 
to customer outrage. In 2013, an article in 
Salon pointed out how Abercrombie doesn’t 
carry plus-sized clothes for women, sparking 
a minor controversy that worsened when 
a business analyst observed how Jeffries 
“doesn’t want larger people shopping in his 
store.” As customer anger built online, Jeffries 
chose to remain silent. In the absence of any 
direct response, an old interview re-emerged, 
in which Jeffries admitted the brand goes 
after the “cool kids.” “Are we exclusionary? 
Absolutely,” he said. Jeffries’ response 
substantially damaged the brand. 

Celebrities, like Kirstie Alley, said they wouldn’t 
let their kids shop at A&F. “I don’t care if A&F 
sells above size 10. The point is their CEO took 
a stand against the ‘coolness’ of ‘above size 
10 kids’ #standdownCEO,” Alley tweeted. A 
college student started a controversial “Fitch 
the Homeless” campaign, which itself went 
viral, proposing to undermine Jeffries’ target 
“cool kids” demographic by giving Abercrombie 
& Fitch clothing to homeless people. The result 
of all this anger: the company’s stock price took 
a nose-dive and Jeffries was ousted as CEO in 
December 2014.

For every customer who 
complains, 26 other 
customers remain silent.
Source: White House Office of Consumer Affairs
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 DANGER ZONE
The WRONG Way to Respond to Anger

Jeffries is far from the only leader of a company 
ousted after mishandling an angry customer. 
The Lululemon chairman Chip Wilson made 
a similar mistake. Over a period of weeks in 
2013, angry customers returned Lululemon 
yoga pants, complaining they were too 
sheer. Instead of responding immediately to 
concerns about see-through pants, employees 
challenged customers to put the pants on in 
order to prove they were transparent. When 
Wilson finally commented on the controversy, 
he made things worse by appearing to blame 
customers for the troubled product. “They 
don’t work for some women’s bodies,” he 
said. “It’s really about the rubbing through 
the thighs, how much pressure is there over a 
period of time, how much they use it.”

 After that comment sparked outrage, Wilson 
posted an online video mea culpa in which 
he attempted to explain himself. In the video 
he apologized to his employees—not to his 
customers or to the women he’d offended. 
The satirist Stephen Colbert compared the 
pseudo-apology to “lifting your leg to pee on 
customers and then blaming them for being 
wet.” The episode was a display of a failure to 
listen to customers. Wilson dismissed their 
concerns and ultimately forgot who is the 
most important person in the company: the 
customer. Just as happened at Abercrombie, 
the company’s stock plummeted and Wilson 
was forced out as chairman of the board.

Seven in 10 Americans will spend more 
with companies that provide excellent 
customer service.
 
Source: American Express Survey, 2011
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  FOUR Common
  Mistakes Ignoring Anger

Refusing to engage makes you appear 
aloof and disinterested. 

Dismissing Concerns
This damages your reputation and allow a problem to fester.
 

Digging in Your Heels
It’s tempting to adopt a bunker mentality when facing a growing chorus of seemingly out-of-
proportion public outrage. Doing so can only make things worse, and can make it harder to respond 
constructively in the future.

1
2

3
4

Forgetting That the Customer is Your Priority
Your company has one reason for being: to provide value to a customer. 
If you don’t, you’ll be out of business. 
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 FINDING COMMON GROUND 
The RIGHT Way To Respond to Anger
A confrontation with angry customers doesn’t 
have to end in disaster. The right approach 
involves listening to customer complaints, 
giving real consideration to their suggestions, 
knowing the customer and putting anger into 
context, and finally acting on changes rather 
than delaying.
 
The Apple CEO Tim Cook averted disaster for 
his company by closely listening to customer 
anger—after first making a stumble. The 
trouble began with the 2012 release of the 
uncharacteristically buggy Apple Maps iPhone 
app. Not only were customers shocked by 
the number of problems with Apple Maps 
(including misplaced national monuments and 
roads to nowhere), they were outraged that 
Apple had simply removed the superior Google 
Maps app from their iPhone operating systems, 
a piece of software that had embedded itself 
intimately into people’s day-to-day lives. 
The App Store had set expectations among 
customers that the best apps would be 
available—not just those built by Apple.

At first, Cook provided a half apology and 
offered some suggestions for workarounds—
using Mapquest, or going to the Google Maps 
website—but he failed to produce a solution 
beyond promising to improve Apple Maps. 
Unsatisfied and feeling like their legitimate 
concerns had been all but ignored, customers 
grew angry. Cook quickly changed tactics: he 
took a softer approach, acknowledging how 
intimate personal navigation tools had become 
in the lives of his customer and reintroducing 
Google Maps in the App Store while continuing 
to improve Apple Maps in the background. 
The strategy was a public relations win, and 
a notable departure from the aloof way the 
company had previously handled complaints—
exemplified by Steve Jobs’ notorious rejoinder 
to complaining iPhone customers that, if they 
wanted to avoid dropped calls, they should 
try not covering the device’s antenna with 
their hands.
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Netflix learned a similar lesson about the 
importance of listening to customers. In 2011, 
the company surprised customers with a steep 
price hike followed by the announcement that 
web-streaming and the DVD-by-mail services 
would soon be split in two, with the latter 
renamed Qwikster. Irritated and confused, 
customers became only more frustrated as 
CEO Reed Hastings seemed unwilling to listen 
to what they wanted. Customers protested 
with their wallets. The company lost nearly a 
million subscribers in the third quarter of 2011, 
and those numbers continued falling.

 

Hastings, seeing his company falling apart, 
changed direction. He apologized and scrapped 
the Qwikster plan. By giving due consideration 
to customers’ opinions and acting on changes, 
Netflix bounced back. In the first quarter 
of 2013, the company added three million 
subscribers. A 2014 case study of 1,500 brands 
in areas of familiarity, perception of quality 
and purchase consideration by the Harris 
Poll EquiTrend Brand Equity Index found that 
Netflix outperformed them all.

Three in five Americans will try a new brand 
or company for a better service experience.
 
Source: American Express Survey, 2011

 FINDING COMMON GROUND
The RIGHT Way to Respond to Anger
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 A BETTER WAY FORWARD 
Preempt Customer Anger
There’s a bright side to angry customers: 
complaints are incredibly useful. No one knows 
your products better than your customers, 
and their complaints are a plentiful and easily 
harvested form of feedback. The challenge is to 
see through anger for the useful feedback.
 
Tim Cook let Google Maps back onto the 
iPhone, but he didn’t choose to listen to calls 
to scrap Apple Maps altogether—and today it’s 
a popular and less buggy navigation tool.  But 
what if Cook had tried harder to get to know 
his customers before they got angry? What 
if Hastings had known in advance how his 
customers would feel about his Qwikster plan?

There’s a better way forward than stumbling 
through the dark guessing at what customers 
want, who they are, and what they mean when 
they get angry. Companies need to get to know 
their customers. Gathering useful, actionable 
intelligence about your customers will position 
your business not only to respond to crises 
better by understanding customer anger, but to 
anticipate problems and create solutions.

86 percent of customers won’t patronize 
a company after a bad experience.
 
Source: Customer Experience Impact Report by Harris Interactive/RightNow, 2010
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FOUR RULES TO
Turn Anger into Love

1Listen to Your Customers
There’s a maxim that when a person gets attacked by an 
Internet troll online the best reaction is “don’t engage.” 

The exact opposite is true for companies. 
Failing to listen gives a problem time to fester.
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2Take Their Ideas Seriously 
Usually a complaint involves a suggestion of how 
things might be done differently. No one knows 

your product better than your customer—
could they be right?
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 THE FOUR RULES TO
Turn Anger into Love
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3Engage With Your Customers 
On An Ongoing Basis 

The best way—indeed, the only way—to really 
hear what angry customers are saying, and to 
sort through the rage to find the suggestion, 

is to place their anger in context, to know where 
it’s coming from. You need to know your angry 

customers in order to love them.

LOVE YOUR ANGRIEST CUSTOMERS   |    VISION CRITICAL 12

 THE FOUR RULES TO
Turn Anger into Love
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4Act On Changes 
Listening to anger, considering its 

implications, and putting it in context 
counts for a whole lot of nothing if you 
fail to act on what you learn. Customer 

intelligence is about actionable intelligence.
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 THE FOUR RULES TO
Turn Anger into Love
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The age of the empowered customer is also 

the age of the angry customer. People are 

good at complaining and the Internet offers an 

unprecedented platform to amplify their grievances. 

It’s a dangerous time to be a business that doesn’t 

put its customers first and make a sincere effort 

to know and understand them. But it’s a great time 

to be customer-centric, because anger is feedback. 

Companies that get to know their customers—even, 

and especially, the angry ones—have an opportunity 

like never before to meet demand and drive innovation 

toward success.

 CONCLUSION:
Parting Words
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Vision Critical provides a cloud-based customer intelligence platform that allows companies to build engaged, 

secure communities of customers they can use continuously, across the enterprise, for ongoing, real-time feedback 

and insight. Designed for today’s always-on, social and mobile savvy customer, Vision Critical’s technology helps 

large, customer-centric enterprises discover what their customers want so they can deliver what they need. Unlike 

traditional customer research, which is slow, expensive and gathers dust on a shelf, Vision Critical’s customer 

intelligence platform replaces static data and cumbersome reports with real-time actionable customer intelligence 

that companies need to build better products, deliver better services and achieve better business outcomes.

Hundreds of high-performance organizations use Vision Critical’s technology, including Banana Republic and Yahoo. 


