
“A stitch in time saves nine,” the old adage
goes, and that is essentially the message that author
Nance Guilmartin delivers in her new book, The
Power of Pause: How to Be More Effective in a Demand-
ing, 24/7 World. Take the time to pause now — to
reenergize or reorient yourself, consider your
options, understand more clearly where the customer
is coming from, and empathize with that customer.
You will then save the trouble of confrontations,
escalated calls, misunderstandings, and callbacks later
in the customer service process.

“Managers and reps should understand,” she
says, “that in the rush to dispatch a call, it may actu-
ally cost you more in three ways. One,
the problem isn’t really solved, but you
leave the customer thinking it is,
prompting the need for a callback.
Two, the customer is going to be even
angrier when they find out that their
problem hasn’t been resolved and they
have to call back. And three, they may
not call back, they may just stop being
a customer.”

So what can managers do to 
stop the rush to end calls quickly, with-
out resolving the customer’s issue or
solving his problem? “Take time to
pause,” Guilmartin says. “Suspending
the urge to react instantly when the
stakes are high reflects awareness and
strength of character — the ability to
listen, to learn, and to control the
interaction.”

Understanding when to pause
According to Guilmartin, “A pause can be as 

simple as not responding immediately to something
someone says, does, or writes. It can be a matter of
seconds, a minute, an hour, or a day. It can also be that
one deep breath. It’s any space between an action and
a reaction. It’s the safety mechanism offering you an
opportunity to make a different choice than the one
you might make if you speed ahead fueled by what you
think you know, see, or hear.”

Try sharing this definition with reps dur-
ing your next staff meeting or team meet-

ing. Make sure that reps know that the length of

Teach your reps to make use of the “Power of Pause”
A simple pause for time, reflection, information, or simply to build rapport can make a big 
difference in providing effective customer service.
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Learn what triggers your emotions
One situation in which reps should take time to pause is when
customers say or do something that triggers an automatic reac-

tion — when they are likely to take something personally because they feel
they are being manipulated, pressured, blindsided, snapped at, or lied to. To
help, take yourself through the following exercise offered by Nance Guil-
martin in her book, The Power of Pause:

Think about the situations in which you are likely to be triggered,” she says,
“and ask yourself now, or the next time that you are having a strong reaction
to something that someone said or did:

• What event, words, action, type of person or behavior set me off, trigger-
ing a rapid reaction that kept me from being or doing my best?

• What really bothers me most is when someone ….

Guilmartin says that answering these two questions will raise reps awareness
of the types of situations that will trigger them, increasing their ability to
pause. As a result, they will be less likely to take things personally, and more
able to shift to neutral and stay in control of their reactions.
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their pause will depend on the situation, and they
might want to fill it with a transitional phrase of
some kind, but that they shouldn’t be afraid to use it,
especially if they are feeling harried.

You may also want to go over Guilmartin’s cues
that it is time to pause. (See the box on page two of
this month’s issue of The Customer Communicator.)
Guilmartin lists things like “when the customer is
aggressive and in a hurry,” “when something the cus-
tomer says doesn’t make sense,” “when you find
yourself taking what the customer says personally,”
and others. 

Ask reps to think about other situations in
which a pause might have helped them to handle a
customer interaction better, and think about other
cues that might be added to Guilmartin’s list.

Pause to debrief
Another good time for a pause is after a difficult

call. Guilmartin suggests that this might be a good
time to pause for “debriefing.”  “Just take a deep
breath and ask yourself what went right or wrong
during that previous call,” she says. 

As a coaching aid, you can ask reps to keep
a log or journal of such calls, and their

thoughts afterwards. Have them take a few moments
to write out what happened, what the difficulties
were and how they were resolved, what issues and
obstacles arose, and how things might have been
handled better. Review these logs with reps during
individual coaching sessions.

Guilmartin feels it is especially important for
managers and supervisors to pass customer com-
ments about reps back to reps and to discuss suc-
cesses. “They need to go to talk to the rep and say,
‘This is what the customer told me about your per-
formance this afternoon, and I want to pass it along

to you. But tell me, how were you able to do that?
What enabled you to pull that off at 3 p.m. in the
afternoon near the end of your shift? What gave you
that idea?” 

In a sense, Guilmartin says, the supervisor does
for the rep what the rep should do for the customer
— take a pause and get curious. “You can help the
rep with his or her debriefing by asking, not what the
rep did to get a successful resolution with the cus-
tomer, but how they did it,” she says. And that’s the
information that you will want other reps to know
and understand at your next staff meeting.

Pause to show appreciation
One of the key signs of employee engage-
ment is when employees feel that their

work is appreciated. And Guilmartin suggests that
another way that managers can make use of the pause
in their own work routine is to show appreciation.
“Just take a moment to verbally or even mentally
appreciate what someone else has done. Taking a step
back and showing appreciation lets others see that
you value learning lessons from what’s working and
what’s not working,” she says.

But to make your expression of appreciation
count:

• Be specific. “Specificity makes what you are
saying more believable, and less easy to be deflect-
ed,” she says.

• Provide timely feedback. Offer timely and
balanced assessments along with suggestions on how
reps can be even more effective.

• Appreciate the little things. Don’t wait 
for something big to happen before showing 
appreciation.
Contact: Nance Guilmartin, www.nanceguilmartin.com. Guilmartin’s book,
The Power of Pause, is published by Jossey-Bass, www.josseybass.com. 
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Subscribe to The Customer Communicator today! 

This unique three-part service includes:

The Customer Communicator. The monthly training 
and motivation newsletter for frontline reps. Each
issue is filled with how-to articles, practical tips, and
tested techniques for improving service, morale, and
professionalism.

SkillSharpener. The manager’s monthly companion 
to The Customer Communicator. Each issue brings you 
hands-on training tips to reinforce important messages
in The Customer Communicator.

Customer Service Answer Guide. Each rep will receive 
a copy of this practical guide, which provides answers 
to reps’ frequently asked questions.
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Are you a rabbitor a turtle?
As speakers, people can gener-ally be classified as rabbit or turtletypes, according to Patti Wood, acommunication consultant.“Rabbits talk very fast,” Woodsays, “they don’t use a lot of paus-es, and they tend to overlap whileothers are speaking.” Turtles, onthe other hand, talk slowly, leav-ing a lot of silences and pauses.“If you get a customer servicerep who is a rabbit and a customerwho is a turtle,” says Wood, “therabbit will try to speed up theconversation. When they hear apause, they’ll jump in. But the tur-tle will be thinking, ‘I am stilltalking, and you have just inter-rupted me.’”

The trick for reps, says Wood,is to analyze yourself: Are you arabbit or a turtle? Then, trainyourself to identify very quicklywhat type of speaker the customeror caller is. Once you’ve identifiedthe type, you have to adapt yourown speech to that type.“As the rep, it’s your duty toadapt,” Wood says. “If yourspeech pattern is different fromthe customer’s, it’s almost as ifyou’re speaking a different lan-guage. And you have to speak thecustomer’s language.”

IN THIS ISSUE...

Reviving the fine art of listeningThere’s a great difference between hearing and listening. With the
exception of those with physical hearing impairments, all of us can hear —
it’s just sound waves pounding on the eardrum. But how many of us listen
to what we hear, in the sense of taking in what we hear, interpreting it, and
being able to respond to it and make decisions based on it?That type of listening is “absolutely the foundation of customer ser-
vice,” says Adrian Miller, a customer service skills trainer. “Without listen-
ing skills, customer service reps can’t in any way do their jobs.”

She explains: “If a customer service rep is answering a call, or standing
at a service desk, or manning a help line, the person who reaches out to
them is going to have an objective — a problem that needs solving, a ques-
tion that needs to be answered. They may even have secondary objectives
and unspoken objectives. It’s up to the customer service rep — if he or she
wants to maintain and grow that customer — to be able to interpret, ques-
tion, respond, and make decisions accordingly. If the rep isn’t listening,
then sometimes even the customer’s primary objective can go unheard.”What gets in the way of listening?There are many things that can get in the way of effective listening,

including external noise, faulty connections, equipment, and other distrac-
tions. And these shouldn’t be ignored. They should be brought to the
attention of your supervisor or manager.But the chief obstacles to effective listening are internal.

• “Sometimes reps don’t listen because they are so eager and anxious to
help that they hear a customer’s first few words and then they jump into
whatever they think they need to do to make it better,” says Miller. “The
worst thing that a customer service person can do is not listen intently to
everything that’s said before they start to respond.”• Other times reps will seem to be listening, but are instead formulat-
ing in their minds how they are going to respond or what they are going to
say to the customer before the customer has finished speaking. “It’s hard to
listen to the full communication if you’re already anticipating how you’re
going to respond,” Miller says.• Drawing conclusions too fast is another obstacle to listening. Miller
describes this as “making an assumption that somebody is good, bad, or
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Too many companies give short shrift to train-

ing customer service reps (CSRs) on soft skills like

listening — don’t be one of those companies.

“Companies often spend a lot of

time training reps on product and ser-

vices, on how to use the computer, on

how to use the phone system, sometimes

even on sales,” says Adrian Miller, a

communications consultant (www.adri-

anmiller.com), but communications skills

— listening for and using variations in

voice, tone, and manner of speaking —

often get ignored because people

assume, “Hey, you’re a grownup, you

must know how to talk and listen.”

That’s a mistake, she says, because

“that which gets done is that which gets

reinforced and really focused.” Training

reps on listening skills is a way for the

company to “show their employees that

this is really important to us, that we

really take it seriously. It’s not something

that we want you to ignore.”

In addition, Miller says, many com-

panies that do offer training don’t do so

consistently. They might offer intensive

listening skills training to new hires, “but

they don’t have ongoing enhancement

and reinforcement training.”

Effective listening is a subtle and

complex skill, and CSRs need to practice

and train almost daily, as athletes do, to

stay at the top of their game. Miller adds

that this type of ongoing training “not

only teaches reps the skills sets they need to listen

well, but it also helps reinforce the attitude of wanting

to do it. Training fulfills a lot of things, and one of

Take your reps’ listening skills to a higher level

This month’s issue of The Customer Communicator focuses on listening skills. Here are some

strategies to help you reinforce the message: “Listening is important.”

Questions: Closed-ended vs. open-ended

A skill related very closely to the art of listening is the art of asking ques-

tions. Closed-ended questions, for instance, can generally be answered

very narrowly, with a yes or no, or with a single word or phrase. An exam-

ple of a closed-ended question would be: “Were the assembly instruc-

tions included with the package?” Open-ended questions avoid limiting

the range of answers and ask the customer to be more expansive. An

open-ended question might be: “What problems did you have assem-

bling the product?”

Open-ended questions can often be used to find out more

about the possibly unspoken problems and issues behind a

customer call. Closed-ended questions, on the other hand, are useful for

confirming or clarifying customer information.

A good exercise for practicing both types of questions, offered by Ann

Thomas of Performance Research Associates (www.socksoff.com), is to “start

by defining the types of questions, and then do simulations. Have a rep turn

to a partner and have a dialog about their weekend plans, for instance.”

■ For the first round of the dialog, Thomas says, “tell the reps that they

can’t ask anything but closed-ended questions.

■ For the second round, tell them they have to limit themselves to open-

ended questions. And it’s helpful in any kind of simulation to have the rest

of the group act as observers. Any time one of the reps asks a type of

question they shouldn’t, the observers should shout ‘stop’ or ‘buzz’ and

require the rep to rephrase the question.”

■ A third round of dialog could involve both types of questions, Thomas

says, so reps can see how effective they are in tandem in getting to perti-

nent information. An exercise like this, she adds, “will quickly create an

awareness for both participants and observers around how frequently and

effectively they use that particular skill.”
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