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Telephone customer-service representatives have a tough time these days. 

With automated telephone systems that create a labyrinth for customers, 

result in long hold times, and make it difficult for them to speak to an actual 

human being, a customer’s frustration often settles in before the 

representative has had time to say “ hello.” Says Donna Earl, an owner of a 

customer-service consulting firm in San Francisco, “ By the time you get to 

the person you need to talk to, you’re mad.” 

Erin Calabrese knows all too well just how mad customers can get. A 

customer-service representative at a financial services company, she still 

vividly recalls one of her worst experiences-with a customer named Jane. 

Jane called Calabrese over some charges on her credit card and began “ 

ranting and raving.” “ Your #%#% company, who do you think you are?” 

yelled Jane. Though Calabrese tried to console the irate customer by offering 

a refund, Jane only called Calabrese an “ idiot.” The heated conversation 

continued for almost 10 minutes before Calabrese, shaking, handed the 

phone to her supervisor and left her desk. 

Sometimes customers can be downright racist. One customer-service 

representative finally quit her job at a New Jersey company because she 

constantly heard racial remarks from customers after, she contends, they 

heard her Spanish accent. “ By the time you leave, your head is spinning 

with all the complaints,” she said. 

Unfortunately, these employees have little choice but to take the abuse. 

Many companies require customer service employees to keep positive 

emotions at all times to maintain satisfied customers. But the result could be
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an emotional nightmare that doesn’t necessarily end once the calls stop. 

Calabrese stated that she would frequently take her negative emotions 

home. 

The day after she received the abusive call from Jane, Calabrese went home 

and started a fight with her roommate. It was “ an all-out battle,” recalls 

Calabrese, “ I just blew up.” The former customer-service representative who

worked in New Jersey also recalls the effects of the abusive calls on her 

family. “ My children would say, ‘ Mom, stop talking about your work. You’re 

home.’ My husband would say the same thing,” she said. 

Emma Parsons, who quit her job as a customer-service representative for the

travel industry, was frustrated by the inability to do anything about abusive 

customers and the mood they’d put her in. “ Sometimes you’d finish a call 

and you’d want to smash somebody’s face. I had no escape, no way of 

releasing.” She said that if she did retaliate toward an abusive customer, her

boss would punish her. 

Some companies train their representatives to defuse a customer’s anger 

and to avoid taking abuse personally, but the effort isn’t enough. Liz Aherarn

of Radclyffe Group, a consulting firm in Lincoln Park, New Jersey, says 

customer-service employees who work the phones are absent more 

frequently, are more prone to illness, and are more likely to make stress-

related disability claims than other employees. 

Thus, it is apparent that in the world of customer service, particularly when 

interactions take place over the phone, emotions can run high, and the 

effects can be damaging. Although the adage “ the customer comes first” 
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has been heard by many, companies should empower employees to decide 

when it is appropriate to put the customer second. Otherwise, employees are

forced to deal with abusive customers, the effects of which can be 

detrimental to both the individual and the company. 
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