
Managing confrontations
Sometimes, topics keep bubbling to the top of my list for Monday Motivation.
Search results, queries, and news items seem to isolate some topics that just
stand out and demand to be recognized.

Lately, it's been the topic of "confrontations," and especially how to manage
them.

I don't know if it's the war news, or the economic news, or the mid-winter blues,
but for some reason, this topic has finally bubbled up to where I think it's
something we can look at.

"Confrontation" is one of those things that people either love or hate -- they either
enjoy the whole sport of it, or they avoid it like the plague. People who enjoy the
sport of confrontation usually don't seek advice on how to manage it -- so this
Monday Motivation is written for the other half -- the people who are trying to
learn how best to deal with confrontations in general.

Like any other item in this world, confrontation can be viewed as either positive or
negative -- and yet we usually lump it into the "negative" camp.

Strangely enough, many of the most successful technology companies actually
foster a spirit of confrontation in their ranks, in an effort to force great ideas to the
surface, and then refine and polish the ideas. In this case, their "positive
confrontational" environment seeks to use the process to spur teams and
individuals on to greater glory.

We confront our fears, our challenges, and our weaknesses. We meet these
things head-on -- and in confronting them, we master them.

Positive confrontation is a growing experience. It's bringing something to a head;
it's putting your challenges behind you; it's making your life better by attacking
your problems head on.

Positive confrontation is a quest -- a quest to make yourself better, stronger, and
more responsive. It's a goal to become more resolute, more approachable, more
courageous, and more worthy of success. Like the knights of old, who confronted
evil at every turn, our quest is all about truth and right prevailing in our lives.

Now, let's discuss the other side of confrontation -- the side that people have
been seeking help to deal with.
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The best example for this kind of confrontation is a yelling customer, an upset co-
worker, or a boss with a scowl on his face.

For this type of confrontation -- what we usually consider the negative sort, let's
look at the "Five D's" of effective confrontation management: Defuse, Drain,
Discuss, Determine, and Decide.

D1: Defuse:
Negative confrontations are like ticking time bombs -- you've got to deal with
them, and stop them from exploding. After they've exploded, it's too late.

In our examples, we will use the example of a customer, but it can just as easily
apply to a co-worker, a spouse, a child, another family member, or the highway
patrolman standing outside your car window.

To defuse a negative confrontation, accept responsibility to address the
customer's concerns. Notice that I'm not suggesting you accept responsibility for
all of the customer's assertions. If you work for a company, it's unlikely you are
personally responsible for everything bad that happens. While you may not take
all of the blame, you should still take the responsibility to deal with the issue.

This is one of the keys of good customer service -- front line personnel have to
have the power to address customer concerns. They have to become a customer
advocate where warranted -- and if not, they need to make the customer's point
of view obvious to those people in power. Even if the customer is incorrect in
some detail, she is still a customer, and deserves to be heard. Perhaps you'll find
your company is incorrect.

Accepting responsibility for the eventual addressing of the customer's concerns
will automatically defuse the issue. Be personable, be kind, and talk with a smile
in your voice -- but still accept responsibility to get the job done.

(This premise also holds true with a spouse, as many men have learned. If a
man decides he is 60 percent wrong in an argument, and his wife is 40 percent
wrong, he's never going to win if he addresses it in that manner. He has to
apologize for 150 percent of the whole thing, no matter what. As the man said,
you can decide whether you want to be right, or whether you want to be happy.)

D2: Drain emotion from the confrontation.

I used to have a friend who loved confrontation -- and hated to argue with me.
Why? When she tried to argue with me, I'd say "you're probably right," and move
on.



Negative confrontation is fueled by emotion. When you cut off the emotion, the
confrontation burns itself out.

How do you cut off emotion in a confrontation? By forcing yourself to respond in
a calm, cool manner, no matter how the other party is reacting.

Like all segments of our conscious self, most emotions can be controlled -- and
controlling your response to a confrontation is a powerful positive tool in your
possession.

When you address a confrontation in a professional, self-controlled manner, all
the emotion is drained away. Try it!

D3: Discuss.

Steven Covey has propagated this motto: First seek to understand, then seek to
be understood.

There are few things that people can't discuss. Most of them have to do with
hemorrhoids.

Discussion is a powerful means to understand the customer's point of view.
Remember this law: Perception becomes reality. Until you understand the
customer's perception of the issue, you will not be able to comprehend their
particular reality.

Take notes while you discuss the parts in question. Refer to those notes, just to
ensure you've got it correctly. Repeat back to the customer those areas that he
or she has brought up. Not only will this facilitate your getting the facts right, it will
prove to the customer that you're listening to what she says.

Discussion is a two-way street -- and you should make your point of view known,
as well -- but don't beat it into the ground. Your point in discussion is to turn a
negative confrontation into a positive one -- not to win points on a scoreboard.

D4: Determine:

Our fourth "D" is to determine a course of action that will appropriately address
the customer's concerns, as well as your concerns from your company's point of
view. Determination is a process -- the weighing of good, bad, and indifferent, to
form a conclusion and a course of action.

Determination should be a means where your negative confrontation rapidly
becomes a useful action plan.

D5: Decide and proceed:



One you've made a determination, decide on a course of action, and proceed to
put that course of action into effect. Follow through with the customer as needed,
to ensure that her needs are being effectively met through the resolution.

Negative confrontation can be easily turned to positive power. All it takes is the
"Five D's."

You know, in the town where I grew up, there is a business called "4-D Plumbing
and Builder's Supply." A one-time partnership,  it had eventually turned into a
business that was run by one of the "Ds," Dale. Whenever something stopped up
in the house, we'd call Dale, and he'd un-stop it.

I tend to think of the "Five D's" in the same way -- they serve to unstop the clogs
that stand in the way of effective communication.

Confrontation can be good or bad. Your challenge is to confront your fears, have
courage for the future, and turn your negative confrontations into positive
experiences, for yourself and your customer.
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