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Are men and women really that
different from each other? Accord-
ing to Deborah Tannen, the answer
i s  yes -a t  l eas t  i n  t he  way  they
express themselves verbally. Tan-
nen is the author of You Just Don't
Understand and other books which
describe her research into how men
and women communicate.

A l though  the re  a re  a lways
excep t i ons  to  any  resea rch ,  and
Tannen's descriptions will not fit all
men and all women, they offer some
valuable insights for those in the
customer service fielc.

The  d i f f e rences  be tween  men
and women inc lude the i r  reasons
for conversing and what they actu-
aily talk about. Women see individ-
uals  wi th in  a network of  connec-
t ions and f r iendships.  Therefore.
women tend to converse about therr
relationships with family, fr iends,
people in the office, etc. Men some-
times perceive this as gossip when
in reality it is the way women build
more  connec t i ons  and  c rea te
greater levels of intimacy.

Men, on the other hand, tend to
see individuais within a hierarchy
in which they are either one-up or
one-down. Men view l i fe as a con-
test  and conversat ion as negot ia-
tion.

What this means in a customer
service s i tuat ion is that  men wi l l
give facts, information and advice
when they talk, while women key in
on bui ld ing rapport  and relat ion-
ships with customers.

Another difference: I once saw a
sweatshirt that said: "The first rule
of manhood: I know the way. Never
ask  fo r  d i rec t ions . "  Th is  d r ives
many women crazy,  but i t  is  just
one of the ways men exhibit their
independence.

If men were to admit they were
los t ,  i t  wou ld  be  admi t t ing  tha t
someone knows more than they do.
When a  male  cus tomer  asks  fo r
help, be sure you understand that it
was probably difficult for him to ask
in the first place.

Men and  women tend  to  dea l
wi th conf l ic t  d i f ferent ly as wel l .
With women, when you have a con-
fl ict you have broken that impor-
tant intimacy, and it will take time
to heal the relationship. Tho men,
however, can have a loud argument
at 10 a.m. and then go out for lunch
a couple ofhours later.

In customer service conf l ic ts,
women tend to take the complaint
personally and let it bother them.
Men don't l ike confrontation any
more than women, but they are able
to move on to the next customer
more readily.

And how about problem solving?
The sender  d i f fe rences  are  a lso
appaient there.  Remember,  men
have conversat ions to obtain the

upper  hand ;  t he re fo re ,  g i v ing
advice comes naturaliy. Women, on
the other hand, have conversations
to build closeness; therefore, they
like to discuss problems as a way of
buiiding rapport.

In the end, when it comes to gen-
der differences and customer ser-
vice, we may all do best by heeding
the Chinese proverb: "From l isten-
ing comes wisdom and from speak-
ing comes tepentance."

We would all do best if we would
learn to listen to others more often,
so we would end up repenting less.
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