








































  CAUSES OF CONFLICT 

 There are many causes of confl ict. The following are some 
common ones.     

Confl icting values and beliefs.  These sometime create situ-
ations in which the perceptions of an issue or its impact 
vary. Since values and beliefs have been learned over long 
periods of time and are often taken personally at face value, 
individuals get very defensive when their foundations are 

challenged. For example, you have been taught that stealing is 
not only illegal, but also morally wrong. One of your coworkers 

regularly takes pens, paper, and other administrative supplies home for his child to 
take to school. His logic is that “they (the organization) are a big company and can 
afford it.” You disagree.   

Personal style differences.  As you will read in Chapter 6, each person is different 
and requires special consideration and a unique approach in interactions. For ex-
ample, your supervisor has a high D style, is very focused, and typically wants to 
know only the bottom line in any conversation. You have a high E style and fi nd it 
diffi cult to share information without providing a lot of details in a highly emo-
tional fashion. When the two of you speak, this can lead to confl ict unless one or 
both of you are aware of the other’s style and are willing to adapt your communi-
cation style.

     Differing perceptions.  People often witness or view an incident or issue differ-
ently. This can cause disagreement, frustration, and a multitude of other emotional 
feelings. For example, an employee (Sue) tells you that she is upset because a 
deadline was missed because another employee (Fred) did not effectively manage 
his time. Fred later commented to you that your supervisor pulled him off the 
project in question in order to work on another assignment. This resulted in his 
missing the original assignment deadline and a perception by Sue that he could 
not manage time.

Inadequate or poor communication.  Any time there is inadequate communica-
tion, the chance for confl ict escalates. For example, a coworker (Leonard) confi des 
to you that he may have forgotten to tell a customer about limitations on your or-
ganization’s return policy. As a result, when the customer brought a product back 
to return it, another coworker had to deal with a frustrated and angry customer.     

Contrary expectations.  When one party expects something not provided by another, 
confl ict will likely result. For example, your company offers a 90-day parts-only war-
ranty on equipment that you sell; however, when it breaks down within that period, 
the customer expects free service also. If that expectation is not met, you have to deal 
with confl ict and the customer is potentially dissatisfi ed.

     Inadequate communication.  People generally like to know what to expect and do 
not want a lot of surprises from their supervisor. When they get mixed signals be-
cause of inconsistency, frustration and confl ict could result. For example, your super-
visor told the entire service staff that in the future, each employee would have an 
opportunity to earn bonuses based on how many customers they could convince to 
upgrade their membership in the organization. You believe that you have sold the 
most for the month, yet when you point this out to your supervisor, he tells you that 
the bonus applies only if you have high sales for two months in a row.     

     confl ict   
Involves incompatible or oppos-
ing views and can result when a 
customer’s needs, desires, or de-
mands do not match service pro-
vider or organizational policies, 
procedures, and abilities.    

 You might have been 
taught that it is always 
ethically and morally 
wrong to lie to a cus-
tomer, yet your supervi-
sor tells you that it’s 
okay to tell  a little 
white lie  (slight exag-
geration) to explain a 
missed delivery.
   1. How would you react 

to or feel about your 
supervisor’s position?

2.   Would this cause 
any change In your 
relationship with your 
supervisor? Why or 
Why Not?
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Aggressive behavior can lead 
to relationship failure. When 
someone verbally attacks an-
other, the chances of emotions 
escalating and relationships 
failing increase signifi cantly.
How can you avoid aggressive 
behavior in a relationship?
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Chapter 3 Verbal Communication Skills 79

Goals that are out of sync with reality.  Frustration and resentment can result from 
misaligned efforts. For example, you have been working as a service technician for 
over a year and have learned that, on average, it takes about 1½ hours to install a new 
telephone line. Your supervisor regularly counsels you because you do not accom-
plish the feat within the goal of 1 hour.

     Opposition over shared resources.  When two people or groups vie for the same re-
sources, confl ict usually results. For example, all monies for employee training are 
lumped into a central training budget in your organization. You have been requesting 
to go to a customer service training skills program for the past six months; however, 
you are told that there is only enough money to train people from the technical staff 
to learn new computer software.

     Outcomes dependent on others.  Whenever you have two or more people, depart-
ments, teams, or organizations working jointly toward goal attainment, the poten-
tial for confl ict exists. For example, your department receives customer orders 
over the telephone, and then forwards them to the fulfi llment department for pro-
cessing and order shipment. If the fulfi llment process breaks down, a customer 
has your name and number, and he or she typically contacts you. If the customer 
is unhappy, it is you who has to placate him or her and spend time resolving the 
confl ict.     

Misuse of power.  Resentment, frustration, and retaliation often result when employ-
ees believe that their supervisor is abusing his or her authority or power. For exam-
ple, you overhear your supervisor telling an attractive employee that unless certain 
sexual favors are granted, she will not receive a desired promotion.   

   There are various ways you can deal effectively with confl ict.  Figure 3.7  gives some 
guidelines. 

 SALVAGING RELATIONSHIPS AFTER CONFLICT 

 Managing confl ict involves more than just resolving the disagreement. If you fail to ad-
dress the emotional and psychological needs of those involved, you may fi nd the confl ict 
returning and/or severe damage to the relationship may occur. 

   Depending on the severity of the confl ict and how it was handled at each step of the 
resolution process, it may be impossible to go back to the relationship as it was before 
the disagreement. The key to reducing this possibility is to identify and address con-
fl icting issues as early as possible. The longer an issue remains unresolved, the more 
damage it can cause. Whenever possible, apply one or more of the following strategies 
to help protect and salvage the relationship(s) between you and your coworkers, super-
visor, and customers.

     Reaffi rm the value of the relationship.  You cannot assume that others feel the same 
as you or understand your intent unless you communicate it. Tell them how much 
you value your relationship. This is especially important when dealing with cus-
tomers. Recall the statistics from Chapter 1 about how many dissatisfied custom-
ers typically tell others about the experience and damage can be done to the 
organizations reputation.
     Demonstrate commitment.  You must verbalize and demonstrate your desire to con-
tinue or strengthen your relationship. The way to do this with customers is through 
   service recovery (see Chapter 1 for defi nition),    which will be addressed in detail in 
Chapter 7.

•

•
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80 Part 2 Skills for Success

     Be realistic.  Because of behavioral styles, it is diffi cult for some people to “forgive 
and forget.” You have to systematically help restore their trust. It can take a while to 
accomplish this, but the effort is well worth it.     
Remain fl exible.  A solid relationship involves the ability to give and take. It is especially 
crucial that you and the other people involved make concessions following confl ict.     
Keep communication open.  One of the biggest causes of confl ict and destroyed rela-
tionships is poor communication.     
Gain commitment.  You cannot do it all by yourself. Get a commitment to work to-
ward reconciliation from any other person(s) involved in the confl ict.     
Monitor progress.  Do not assume that, because the confl ict was resolved, it will re-
main that way. Deep-seated issues often resurface, especially when commitment was 
not obtained. With customers, be sure to do the follow-up that you have read about in 
earlier chapters.       

•

•

•

•

•

F I G U R E  3 . 7
 Guidelines for Effective 
Confl ict Management 

  Even though each situation and person you deal with will differ, there are some basic ap-
proaches that may help in resolution of disagreement(s). Try the following strategies.

  •    Remain calm.  You cannot be part of the solution if you become part of the problem. If you 
are one of the factors contributing to the confl ict, consider getting an objective third party 
to arbitrate; possibly a coworker or your supervisor.  

  •    Be proactive in avoiding confl ict.  As a customer service representative for your organiza-
tion, you must try to recognize the personalities of those with whom you come into contact 
daily. If you are dealing with coworkers or peers, try to identify their capabilities and the 
environments most conducive to their effectiveness. If you are interacting with a customer, 
use verbal and nonverbal techniques discussed here and in Chapter 4 to help determine 
the customer’s needs. Approach each person in a fashion that can lead to win/win situa-
tions; do not set yourself or others up for confl ict or failure.  

  •    Keep an open mind.  Be cautious in order to avoid letting your own values or beliefs infl u-
ence your objectivity when working toward confl ict identifi cation and resolution. As you will 
read later, this can cause damage to your long-term relationship(s).  

  •    Identify and confront underlying issues immediately.  Because of the emotional issues often 
involved in dealing with problem situations, few people enjoy dealing with confl ict. However, 
if you fail to acknowledge and confront issues as soon as they become known, tensions 
may escalate.  

  •    Clarify communication.  Ensure that you elicit information on the causes of the confl ict and 
provide the clear, detailed feedback necessary to resolve the issue. This effort can some-
times test your patience and communication skills, but it is a necessary step in the resolu-
tion process.  

  •    Stress cooperation rather than competition.  One of your roles as a service provider 
is to ensure that you work toward common goals with your coworkers, supervisor, 
and customers. When one person succeeds at the expense of another’s failure, you 
have not done your job. Encourage and develop teamwork and cooperation when dealing 
with others.  

  •    Focus resolution efforts on the issues.  Do not get caught up in or allow fi nger pointing, 
name calling, or accusations. Keep all efforts and discussions directed toward identifying 
and resolving the real issue(s). Stay away from criticizing or blaming others.  

  •    Follow established procedures for handling confl ict.  It is easier to implement a process al-
ready in place than to have to quickly come up with one. That is why most customer ser-
vice organizations have set customer complaint handling procedures.      
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Chapter 3 Verbal Communication Skills 81

Providing service that makes a customer feel special can lead to customer satisfaction and loyalty to 
you and your organization. By responding appropriately and in a positive manner (verbally and non-
verbally), you will increase your likelihood of success. When additional information is needed, it is 
up to you to ask questions that will elicit useful customer feedback. You must then interpret and re-
spond in kind with feedback that lets the customer know you received the intended message. You 
must also let your customers know that you’ll take action on their needs or requests.
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KEY TER
M

S

     1   What are some things you can do as a customer service 
professional to project a positive image to the customer?  

   2   What element(s) of the interpersonal communication 
model do you believe are the most important in a cus-
tomer service environment? Explain.  

   3   What are some strategies to use in order to avoid words 
or phrases that will negatively affect your relationship 
with your customer?  

   4   What are some of the tips outlined in this chapter for en-
suring effective customer interactions?  

   5   What is feedback?  

   6   How can verbal feedback affect customer encounters?  

   7   Give some examples of nonverbal feedback and explain 
how they complement the verbal message and how they 
can affect customer interactions.  

   8   List at least fi ve tips for providing positive feedback.    

R
EVIEW

 QUESTION
S

  Search the Web for Information on Verbal Communication 

 Log on to the Internet to research topics related to verbal 
communication, such as those presented in this chapter. 
Use various search engines (Yahoo.com, Google.com, and 
Excite.com); your results will be different with each. Look for 
one or more of the following, print out pages you feel are 
helpful, and be prepared to share your fi ndings with your peers 
in class. Some possible topics are:

     Assertiveness  
    Confl ict resolution  

    Interpersonal communication  
    Learning styles  
    Nonverbal feedback  
    Positive image  
    Questioning  
    Two-way communication  
    Verbal feedback      

SEAR
CH

 IT OUT
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82 Part 2 Skills for Success

     Role-Playing to Improve Verbal Communication
  Find a partner and use the following role-plays to improve your 
verbal communication skills. After reading the scenarios, pick 
the two for which you want the most feedback. Next, take a mo-
ment to think about how each of you will play your part and then 
have a two- or three-minute dialogue centering on the situation.
   For the four scenarios, alternate roles with your partner: 
each of you should role-play twice, and each of you will be the 
debriefer twice. If possible, videotape or audiotape the con-
versation. This will allow each of you to see or hear how you 
seem when you interact with others. After the role-play, dis-
cuss how each of you felt about the way the other person han-
dled the situation. Each of you should ask the other these 
questions about your own performance:

      What did I do well?  

     What did I not do so well?  

     What can I do to improve in the future?

      Scenario 1 

 You are a customer service professional in a dry cleaner’s 
shop. A customer who has been coming in for years stops by 
with a silk shirt that has a stain that, according to him, was not 
there before the most recent dry cleaning. He is upset because 

the garment is expensive and was to have been worn to a class 
reunion yesterday.    

Scenario 2

  You are a member services representative in an automobile club 
that provides maps, trip information, towing and travel services, 
and a variety of travel-related products. A member has stopped 
by to fi nd out whether she can get a replacement membership 
card and assistance in planning an upcoming vacation.

    Scenario 3

  You are a counter clerk in a fast-food restaurant. It is lunchtime, 
and the restaurant is full of patrons. As you are taking an order 
from a customer, a second customer steps to the front of the 
line, interrupts the fi rst customer, and demands a replacement 
sandwich because the one she received is not what she ordered.

    Scenario 4

  As a clerk in a local video rental store, you see many of the 
same patrons regularly and have a fairly good relationship 
with many of them. One of the regular customers has just 
come in to rent a video but is not sure what he wants. You 
must determine his needs and properly assist him. Be sure to 
ask probing, open-ended questions, phrased positively, to help 
you get the information you need.   
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   Background  

 LKM Graphics has been in business in Norfolk, Virginia, for 
almost fi ve years. The company employs 17 full-time employ-
ees in its graphic design department, a part-time administrative 
assistant, and three interns from Old Dominion University’s 
graphic arts program. During a typical week, LKM prints 
300,000 to 400,000 documents for businesses in the surround-
ing Tidewater metropolitan area. Most clients have 15 or fewer 
employees, although there are two active and ongoing govern-
ment contracts with the Naval Operations Base, which is 
nearby. The owner of LKM, Linda McLaroy, hired you three 
years ago when you graduated from the graphic arts program. 
You are now one of the senior graphics account managers with 
the company and supervise four other team members.     

Your Role  

 As a quality control measure, each month you are required to 
visit the clients assigned to your region. During those visits, 
you are to answer questions, deliver completed orders, verify 

customer satisfaction, collect feedback data, and look for new 
orders. On a recent visit to Brickman Bakery, you met the new 
offi ce manager, Sylvia Greco. You had been told by a friend 
who works at Brickman’s that Sylvia is considering closing 
her account with LKM Graphics and moving it to a competi-
tor. Before joining Brickman’s last month, she had been em-
ployed by another organization in the area and had developed 
a strong relationship with your competitor. Since she is com-
fortable with the competitor’s operation and has friends there, 
she wants to maintain the relationship. You’ve also heard 
through the grapevine that Sylvia prefers to work with your 
competitor’s account representative.     

Critical Thinking Questions

      1 Since you don’t have a relationship with Sylvia, what 
will you do to get off to a solid start during your visit?

 2     How should you approach Sylvia verbally and nonver-
bally? 

 3    What strategies among the ones discussed in this chapter 
can you use to fi nd out where you and LKM stand in 
Sylvia’s mind?       
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Using the content of this chapter as a guide, create a Per-
sonal Action Plan focused on improving your verbal com-
munication skills when providing service to your customers. 
Begin by taking an objective assessment of your current ver-
bal communication strengths and areas for improvement. 
Once you have identifi ed areas that need improvement, set 
goals for improvement. 

 Start your assessment by listing as many strengths and ar-
eas for improvement as you are aware of. Share your 
list with other people who know you well to see if they agree 
or can add additional items. Keep in mind that you will likely 
be more critical of yourself than will others. Additionally, you 

may be sending messages that you are not aware of because of 
the way you currently communicate. For those reasons, keep 
an open mind when considering their comments. 

 Once you have a list, choose two or three items that you 
think need the most work and can add the most value when 
interacting with others. List these items on a sheet of paper 
along with specifi c courses of action you will take for improve-
ment, the name of someone you will enlist to provide feedback 
on your behavior, and a specifi c date by which you want to see 
improvement. In regard to the date, keep in mind that research 
shows that it takes on average 21 to 30 days to see behavioral 
change; therefore, set a date that is at least in this range. 

RETAIL—Enterprise Rent-A-Car
Think about what you read related to Enterprise Rent-A-Car 
at the beginning of the chapter and answer the following ques-
tions. Your instructor may have you work together and share 
ideas in a group. 

   1.   Have you been a customer of Enterprise or known any-
one who has? What has been your experience or what 
have you heard about the company?  

   2.   Do you believe Enterprise is truly customer-centric? Why 
or why not?  

   3.   What do you believe are some of the driving forces be-
hind the Enterprise success? Why?  

   4.   If you were going to rent a car this weekend, would you 
choose Enterprise? Why or why not?   

                    Verbal Communication Strength                                                                           Areas for Improvement

                                   Top Three Items                          Who Will Help                            Date for Change  

    1   F  

  2   T  

  3   F  

  4   T  

  5   T  

  6   F  

  7   F  

  8   F  

   9    F  

  10   F  

  11   T  

  12   F    
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  Ethical Dilemma 3.1    Possible Answers  
   1   Would you intervene? If so why or why not?  

  This is a touchy situation because you do not want to usurp 
your coworker or make it appear that there are differing stan-
dards of service provided within the organization. At the same 
time, your organization’s reputation for effectiveness, effi -
ciency, and customer service are all at stake and all employees 
represent and impact that reputation.  

Since it seems that neither your organization nor the cus-
tomer is at fault in this situation, you may want to intervene in 
order to deliver quality customer service and to prevent an 
emotional exchange between the customer and coworker.

   2   If you decide to intervene, what would you say or do? 
Why?  

You might say something like the following to the customer. 
“I’m sure my coworker is going to handle this, but since she 
had to step away, let me get your copy rather than keep you 
waiting and cause further inconvenience.” By getting the 
copy, you have satisfi ed the customer, who has already 
waited two weeks and now had to make a trip to the offi ce to 
get resolution of the issue. You have also potentially sal-
vaged the organization’s reputation and prevented any type 
of confrontation between the customer and your coworker.  

Of course, you will likely now have to explain to your 
coworker why you intervened and gave a “free” copy. In that 
discussion, it is important to put your explanation in terms of 
how your efforts helped the coworker and sped up service to 
all customers, since the situation was resolved and the cus-
tomer left satisfi ed without becoming emotional. Also, stress 
that it seemed that neither the organization nor customer was 
at fault and that you felt it important to deliver a high quality 
of service to the customer.

Note: To prevent possible future repeats of this type of situation, 
you may want to bring it up globally (without naming your 
coworker or pointing fi ngers) in your next staff meeting. Try to 
get some guidance on handling similar situations in the future.

 Ethical Dilemma 3.2   Possible Answers 
         1   How would you react to or feel about your supervisor’s 

position?

  Depending on how you were reared and the values that were 
reinforced to you (e.g., personal from your parents and/or reli-
gious) the supervisor’s stance might be a real demotivator for 
you and could lead to loss of respect or other feelings toward 
him/her.

  On the other hand, you may share his/her views and rea-
son that you are not harming anything by creating an excuse 
for failure to deliver to the customer as promised and that 
they will never know the difference. The downside of such 
logic is that should they fi nd out the truth, your credibility 
and that of the organization is at stake and could result in 
lost business (from the customer and anyone else they tell 
the story to).  

   2   Would this cause any change in your relationship with 
your supervisor? Why or why not?

  This is a personal decision that only you can make. In many 
cases, such behavior on  the part of the supervisor could lead 
to suspicion (e.g., if he or she lies about this type of thing, 
what else might he or she lie about in the workplace). It could 
also lead to loss of trust in the supervisor’s ability to lead and 
manage effectively. Additionally, if others fi nd out about what 
the supervisor said, morale and effectiveness within the orga-
nization could suffer. There is likely some value in the adage 
“honesty is the best policy.”      
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