
CONFLICT RESOLUTION
& DE-ESCALATION
FOR UPSET CUSTOMERS
Dealing with (and surviving!) the 
toughest clients



Today:
Techniques, traps and 
Gen AI use cases for 

upset customers
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PRESENTATION 
AGENDA
We’ll cover three key areas in this 

presentation today:

The top 3 techniques to deal with upset or 

difficult customers

THE TECHNIQUES

The 3 major groups of behaviors to avoid 

when dealing with them

THE TRAPS

What we can use Gen AI for (and what it’s 

not useful for) in these situations

THE ROLE OF GEN AI



Why do I know about 
this?



● Executive coach (~10 years)
● Past 2x Startup Founder
● Past MIT-Portugal Startup 

Accelerator Intelligence Lead
● Past CSM, Relationship 

Manager, Investor Relations



First, an horror story



Big SaaS company
Deploy client project

… with a major security flaw



“The afternoon”

Threats
Infinite calls

Internal investigations
(Literal) running around



Biggest preoccupation:

Making them feel involved



● Constant updates
● Internal coordination
● Comparing compensation 

options
● Involving the client in 

discussions
● …



In the end…



Client quote:

“Problems occur. But it’s how you 
deal with them that matters.

And you dealt with it amazingly.”



Clients need to
feel heard,

feel involved,
feel in control



How?

Let’s take a ride:



THE
TECHNIQUES

1.

What to do and what to say



3 key techniques



The foundational one: 
empathy

(... Showing you 
understand them)



Show that you 
understand their side of 

things



You don’t have to agree 
with their point of view

… You just have to show 
that you understand it



Get them to speak about it.

(Verbalizing things takes 
them out of our mind!)



Followed by:
respect

(... Yes. Just plain old respect)



Showing that you value:
Their time
Their presence
Their situation
The relationship



Not just saying it!
“We value your time.” 😴

Showing it



Listening to them, 
maintaining eye contact, 

showing attention…

Truly respecting them



Even when they know 
you can’t do anything…

They want the company, 
the attention, the respect

Trying your best



The emotional problem
is felt a lot earlier than

the operational problem



Then:
implementation 

questions

(focused on finding a 
solution)



“What would it take to fix this?”
“What would make you happy?”
“What timeline are you 
expecting here?”



They feel like they own it



You can also use them 
with constraints!



“What would it take for you to 
consider this solved without a 
refund?”
…



Select the situation you want;
Then, create a question for it



Just because you’re doing the 
right thing…

Doesn’t mean you’re not also 
doing the wrong thing!



THE
TRAPS

2.

What to avoid, especially in 

high-stakes situations



Three key types to watch 
out for:



Disrespect
Interaction

Misalignment



DISRESPECT TRAPS
Anything that makes them feel 
actively disrespected:

● Ignoring them;

● Not listening to them;

● Being condescending;

● Insulting them (!);

● Taking the bait and arguing;

Basically, triggering the customer in 
some way, directly and actively.



INTERACTION TRAPS
Doing the wrong thing in terms of 
the interaction:

● Spending time talking about 
something else;

● Being distracted/sidetracked;

● Trying to lecture the client;

● Trying to minimize a situation or 
calming them down “by force”;

Basically, not using the conversation 
to solve the problem.



MISALIGNMENT TRAPS
Having a different understanding 
than the other side:

● Misleading them on purpose;

● Making things seem easier or 
simpler than they are;

● Not correcting them when they 
think the wrong thing!

● Overpromising or being vague;

Basically, causing misinterpretation, 
or at least not addressing it.



Just when you think you 
know what to do/not to do…

Here comes Gen AI



THE ROLE
OF GEN AI

3.

How can it help us? What can it 

truly do?



How to use Gen AI in 
customer conflicts?



AGENTIC AI!!! 🚀⭐💵



... Just kidding.

(Do NOT do this.)



The rumors of Gen AI’s 
productivity have been 

greatly exaggerated



It will not replace you!



“Let me just use Gen AI 
for everything”

> Famous last words



OK. So, what can Gen AI 
do?



USEFUL USE CASES
You should use Gen AI for:

● Analyzing client communication  
(better understanding);

● Analyzing your communication 
(avoid saying the wrong thing);

● Fact-checking offers, solutions, 
issues, policies, facts;

● Summarizing/reducing the 
cognitive load;

Automated, analytical operations



Do NOT use Gen AI for 
the most sensitive things



Hard conversations
Delivering bad news
Awkward interactions
Cases where you just 
don’t know the answer
…



Those are precisely the 
moments to shine



If you automate the most 
human parts…

what are you really doing here?



It’s tempting to “automate away” 
when things are awkward…

But remember the customer also 
knows this



If you take the easy way out…
They will, too.



Maximize Gen AI for analysis
Maximize your soft skills for the 
most human situations



The more you automate with 
Gen AI,

the more you need soft skills 
in parallel



Today’s summary:



Use:
Empathy
Respect
Implementation questions



Avoid:
Disrespect
Wasting the interaction
Misalignment



Regarding Gen AI:
Use for analysis/patterns
Avoid for the human things

(Not agentic everywhere!)



In closing:



Customers don’t always 
remember the resolution.

But they remember how 
they felt



THANK YOU


