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Complaints are a fact of holiday park life. Customers are increasingly demanding and evermore willing to complain if their expectations have not been met. Even the best run parks will have problems from time to time and a clear strategy for dealing with complaints is a vital part of park management. It is seldom enjoyable to be confronted by an upset, disappointed or angry guest but the truth is complaints are one of the greatest gifts our customers can offer us.

We have all experienced disappointment and felt that we have not received ‘what we paid for’; some of us complain but the majority of us keep quiet and ‘vote with our feet’. The silently unhappy customer is a great threat to any business as he gives you no opportunity to resolve the situation and it is highly unlikely that he will ever be seen again. A guest who complains then should be seen as giving you an opportunity to fix the problem and the relationship, a chance to win back his loyalty stronger than before.

Complaints can range from the genuine to the ridiculous and it can be difficult to take some of them seriously. Anyone involved in the park industry will confirm that complaint rates go up every time it rains as customers look to find some way of venting their disappointment with a wet holiday. For the most part however we have to assume that a complaining customer is genuinely disappointed. Few people enjoy making a fuss and we must understand that our customers are genuinely unhappy if they have become motivated to make a complaint. How we deal with their actions will determine whether they are saved as a paying customer or lost for good. It will also determine the positive or negative way in which they tell other people about their experiences at your park.
Whether the complaint is in person or in writing you should take it equally seriously and follow these few guidelines:

Listen (or read) and understand before making any comment

We all tend to be less clear when we are emotional and it might take a bit of patience to understand the real problem behind a complaint. In many cases a sympathetic ear will be enough to calm the customer so always take the opportunity to listen whenever you can. Talk to the customer and summarise the basis of their complaint to show that you have understood.

Be honest

If you have made a mistake say so, apologise and explain. There is no sense in avoiding responsibility for something you or your staff have done wrong and this will guarantee the customer stays extremely unhappy. If a customer has arrived into a hire fleet unit which has not been properly cleaned then have the courage to admit the fault, apologise for it and then find a solution.
Maintain order

Whatever the situation you do not have accept rudeness, aggression or foul language; make it clear that you will not tolerate those things and ensure you are professional and calm at all times.

Take an interest

Often a situation will be improved just by taking an interest in the customer’s situation. Offer to go with them to look at whatever the problem may be. We all like to feel we are being taken seriously.

Offer a solution

Make sure you address the problem head on. If a caravan is dirty get it cleaned and find something for your customers to do while the cleaners are at work. 

Compensation

Don’t be too quick to offer cash compensation; it is not always what the customer wants and it hurts your business. Would a voucher for use on site be better than cash? If you do need to compensate be realistic and honest; talk to the customer to get an understanding of what would be fair and appropriate.

What if it’s not my fault

It is by no means unusual for customers to complain about things way beyond your control and in those circumstances it’s up to you. Accept that the customer sees their holiday as a single experience and is likely to remember it unfavourably even if only one thing disappoints them. Ask yourself if you would like to keep this customer as a loyal patron of your business and if so it is in your gift to at least be sympathetic or make some gesture having made it clear that you are doing so out of goodwill not responsibility for the issue.

Complaints about other customers

In my experience these are both the most common and the most difficult complaints to handle. As the saying goes there are two sides to every story and disagreements between guests are very hard to resolve. The key is to do your best to get to the bottom of the situation and make a fair ‘ruling’ which you stick to. Could you move one customer or the other? Don’t forget to rely on your park rules which should be clear on most of the issues that give rise to this type of problem.
A few things to avoid at all costs

Never say ‘that’s always going wrong’ or ‘that happened last week as well’. This shows the customer that you do not learn from mistakes and puts you in a very weak position. Make sure your staff are trained not to make comments like this.

Never do nothing (apologies for the double negative). To hear a complaint and then do nothing is unforgiveable and says to the customer; I don’t care. 

Finally; don’t let it get on top of you

Everyone has those days when it seems every customer has a complaint and we go from one problem to the next. On those days stop and consider exactly how many complaints you have had and what percentage of customers they relate to; it almost certainly won’t be nearly as bad as you think!
Bridge Leisure Management can help with all aspects of park management and our team has more than sixty years of hands-on experience running and developing holiday parks. We can provide effective training for customer service, complaint handling and many other useful aspects of park management. Our business is designed to help your park become more profitable and we can also assist with any operational or development challenges you face. To find out more go to www.bridgeleisure.com or contact Andrew Howe on 07970 148607 or using andrew.howe@bridgeleisure.com.

