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SCRIPT 1 
Strategies for Improving Customer Service and 
Workplace Effectiveness: 
 
Being Aware of &  
Responsible for My Own Behavior 

 

 
 
During this year, we are going to spend some time focusing on strategies for improving 
customer service and creating a more productive work environment.  We are at a critical 
point in the history of the Postal Service with competitors who are intent on capturing 
market share from us in the services that we provide to the American people.  Winning 
this competition in the coming years and continuing to be the best in the business 
requires that we create a workplace environment that is second to none. This morning 
we are going to focus for a few minutes on ways that we can improve customer 
relations and relationships within our teams and achieve an even higher level of 
performance. 
 
We’ve all heard about or seen materials on sexual harassment prevention. Everyone 
understands how damaging sexually harassing behavior is to the workplace. Sexual 
harassment is demeaning, abusive behavior that significantly— 
 

 Reduces productivity  
 Increases the cost of doing business 
 Creates tensions between employees in the workplace, and  
 Reduces our competitive advantage in the market place 

 
From a business perspective, however, it isn’t enough just to prevent sexual 
harassment.  In short, it is critical that we create an environment in which every 
customer and each employee feels valued and respected every day.  Studies have 
shown that companies with strong reputations for a positive work environment 
significantly outperform companies with weak reputations for a positive work 
environment.  It stands to reason. 
 

Customers who feel valued and respected don’t take their business 
elsewhere.  They keep coming back! 
 

 
Employees who feel valued and respected are more engaged and 
more productive.  They give willingly 100 percent of their talent, 
their energy, and their creativity! 
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So how do we create a climate that is positive for everyone that is based on trust in one 
another and valuing and respecting one another?  We start by “being aware.”  
This means, “being aware” of the impact of my behavior on the people around me:  my 
customers and my coworkers. 
 

 
For example, we’ve all probably had the experience of saying or 
doing something that we intended to be funny or even friendly 
and immediately sensing that the other person did not take it 
that way.  We may have even thought to ourselves, “Oops!  That 
went over like a lead balloon!” 
 
Have you ever had that experience?  (Pause, and look for some 
heads nodding.)  Sure, at some time or another, we’ve all had 
something like that happen.  Despite the best of intentions, each 
of us has offended or embarrassed another person.   

 
Moments such as that can be damaging to relationships. If the other person is one of 
my best friends, they will probably excuse my behavior. They will assume that I really 
didn’t mean to be insulting or offensive.  However, if I persist in such seemingly little 
insults— even if I don’t intend for them to be insulting— I will eventually destroy the 
friendship.   
 
If the person is not a close friend, it is not unreasonable for that person to assume that I 
was trying to be insulting, obnoxious, abrasive or rude!  If the person is a customer, we 
could lose that person’s business!  Also, if the person is a coworker in this facility, then I 
have just damaged working relationships and have made improving performance and 
effectiveness in this facility more difficult.  And, if such misunderstandings begin to pile 
up, significant damage can be done to the effectiveness of our team and our ability to 
get the job done! 
 
This leads to the question, is there a way I can avoid offending or embarrassing other 
people when all I’m trying to do is to be friendly or funny?  There are some things we 
can do.  First, it should be understood that we all come from different backgrounds.  We 
all react to things in different ways.  It’s impossible to always know how others will react 
to things I do or say.  So these embarrassing or offensive moments will always be with 
us.  
 
However, there are things we can do to reduce their frequency and to make sure that, 
when they do occur, they do not damage our business or interfere with the effectiveness 
and productivity of our team.  So let’s spend a few minutes considering, first, how we 
can reduce the frequency of these misunderstandings and miscommunications and, 
second, when they do occur, how can we make sure they don’t damage customer 
relations and teamwork in this facility? 
 
Let’s start by considering how to reduce the frequency of these misunderstandings and 
miscommunications. 
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There are topics that represent “hot buttons” for people. We all have our own “hot 
buttons.”  
 

 Things that really upset me.  
 Things that make me feel disrespected. 
 Things that make me feel invisible. 
 Things that are really offensive to me. 

 
And like our different backgrounds and cultures, our “hot buttons” are also very different.  
However, there are some topics that tend to be “hot buttons” for people around the 
world. These topics include such things as— 
 

 Race 
 Color 
 Religion 
 Sex 
 National origin, language or accent 
 Age 
 Physical or mental disability 
 Sexual orientation 
 Marital or parental status 

  
Of course, we can have very important and useful conversations around these topics as 
long as they are very respectful conversations.  It’s usually when we try to engage in 
humor with these topics that we get into trouble.  If you think that I am being 
disrespectful or demeaning toward you as I joke about one of these topics, then you and 
I will probably have a problem or a disagreement.  So here is a good rule to follow: 
 

 

(Read the following slowly.)  Any conversation, joke, cartoon, or 
behavior that deals in any way whatsoever with one of these topics 
is QUESTIONABLE conduct for the workplace.  If there is no 
business-related purpose to the conversation or conduct, then I 
should avoid such topics unless I am absolutely certain how 
everyone will react to it. 

 
That’s pretty simple, isn’t it!  It’s a matter of using good judgment.  If I am about to make 
a funny remark or tell a story and there is something about race, color, religion, sex, 
national origin, language or accent, age, physical or mental disability, sexual orientation, 
or marital or parental status and if I am not sure how everyone around me will react, 
then I will save it for another time and place. 
 
Stated another way, I can choose to be rude, offensive, and insensitive to my 
colleagues or I can choose to be thoughtful, respectful, and sensitive.   
 
Choosing to be rude, offensive and insensitive is destructive, damages relationships in 
the workplace, and is bad for business.  It alienates customers and coworkers alike. 
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Choosing to be thoughtful, respectful, and sensitive strengthens relationships with both 
customers and coworkers and promotes an effective, high performing workplace.  
 
So the rule for reducing the frequency of misunderstandings and miscommunications is 
to use “good judgment” when engaging in conversation or conduct that involves any of 
these “hot button” issues.  And “good judgment” in such cases means if I am not sure 
how everyone will react to my conversation or conduct, then I will simply not say it or do 
it. 
 
O.K., so now I am thinking about “being aware” of the impact my words and deeds can 
have on other people:  my customers and my coworkers.  And I now have a rule for 
avoiding those misunderstandings and miscommunications—using good judgment, I 
don’t do it or say it if I am not certain how everyone around me will react.   
 
Nevertheless, these misunderstandings and miscommunications may still occur despite 
my best intentions.  When they do and when I realize what has just happened, how can 
I make sure that customer relations and teamwork in this facility are not damaged?   
 
In other words, even if I use good judgment, I may make a mistake at some point.  
“Being aware” of the impact of my words and conduct on other people, I will have times 
when I realize that I have caused someone else to be upset, to be embarrassed or 
offended.  What should I do?   
 
Should I tell them to “get a sense of humor”; to “get a life”; to “get over it?”  Should I just 
ignore the situation and act like it did not happen?  (Pause, and shake your head from 
side to side; and then say emphatically.)  ABSOLUTELY NOT!  Such a response does 
not show respect for that person and for that person’s feelings.   
 
So how do I respond in a respectful fashion, correct the misunderstanding, and begin to 
build a positive, trusting relationship with this person?   
 
In his book, “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People,” Stephen Covey uses a 
phrase to describe the best course of action in this situation: “Seek first to understand.”1  
In other words, I have just said or done something, and I sense that my customer or 
coworker is upset with what I said or did.  At that moment, or as soon as appropriate, I 
need to have a private conversation with the person in order to genuinely express my 
concern and try to understand the situation from that person’s point of view.  That’s 
what Covey means when he says, “Seek first to understand.” 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Used with permission from Franklin Covey. All rights reserved. 
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I do this by using three steps.  The three steps are to RESPECTFULLY— 
 

 

1. Open the door, 
2. Listen and learn, and 
3. Apologize. 

 
For example, to “respectfully open the door,” I might use 
something like one of the following— 
 

 Excuse me.  Can we talk for a moment?  I sense that you 
may be upset with me.  Am I correct? 

OR 
 Excuse me.  Do you have a moment?  You seem to be 

upset. I hope it was not something that I did or said.   
OR 

 Excuse me.  I am afraid that something I said earlier may 
have offended you.  Am I right? 

 
The purpose of this introductory statement is to “open the door” in a respectful, non-
confrontational manner, so that the person can state whether my words or deeds did 
upset him or her.   
 
The second step, “respectfully listen and learn,” may be the most challenging.  As the 
person describes what it was about my comments or behavior that upset them, it is 
really easy for me to get defensive.  This is particularly true if the person is really upset.  
Frequently, it isn’t what I just said that really upsets this person.  Often, this person has 
a perception that I have been rude, offensive, and abusive many times in the past.  In 
that case, this person may see what I just did or said as merely the latest example of my 
insensitivity.  This person may be so upset that he or she uses strong language to 
denounce my words or deeds.  If the person is really emotional about this, he or she 
may also exaggerate the situation by saying things like, “You always do this” or, “Every 
time I see you, you’re saying stuff like this.”  As I listen to this, now I feel like I’m the one 
under attack! 
 
The automatic response in this situation is to start thinking about how to contradict what 
he or she is saying and to get upset myself.  We all have a voice in the back of our 
heads and it starts talking whenever someone else is saying things that we deeply 
disagree with and that voice always comes up with negative responses.  That voice is 
also quick to anger.  So, as you tell me how insensitive and disrespectful my comments 
or my behavior were and how terrible it made you feel, it is natural for my voice to start 
saying, “This is actually your fault, not mine.  You shouldn’t react that way.  You should 
learn to take a joke. This is not a big deal.  I didn’t mean anything by it.  You’re blowing 
this way out of proportion!  You’re just overly sensitive!” 
 



United States Postal Service – Service Talks  September 29, 2004 
 
 

 
 
SCENDIS LLC  Page 8 

 

Here is the key to dealing with a situation like this!  I have to turn 
that voice off and listen, just listen, to the other person—my 
customer or my coworker!  If I don’t turn that voice off, I will make 
the situation much worse.  Remember, the objective is to win this 
person over—to keep the customer; to improve the working 
relationship so that this facility can achieve its full potential! 

 
This is my opportunity to learn something very important about my customer or my 
coworker.  This person is telling me something about myself and my behavior that I 
really need to hear.  This person is giving me an opportunity to dramatically improve our 
relationship.  I did not mean for my words or actions to have been offensive.  THIS IS 
WHERE I GET TO PROVE THAT!   
 
I prove it by totally focusing on listening respectfully and understanding my behavior 
from this person’s perspective.  We sometimes refer to this process of “respectfully 
listening and learning” as “walking in the other person’s shoes.”  There is an old saying 
that exists in various cultures in slightly different versions.  It goes something like, “Don’t 
judge another person until you have walked a mile in that person’s shoes.”  So 
“respectfully listening and learning” means, in this case, that I listen and learn about 
how my words or deeds look from the perspective of another human being—my 
customer/my coworker.  I do this calmly, dispassionately, and with genuine interest and 
concern. 
 
O.K. Now I have respectfully opened the door to this conversation, and I have 
respectfully listened and learned what my behavior looks like from this person’s 
perspective.  Now I am ready for step three, “respectfully apologize.”  This entire 
process must be done with a genuine concern for the other person and a genuine 
desire to correct the misunderstanding that has occurred and that is now damaging our 
relationship.  In “respectfully opening the door” and “respectfully listening and learning,” 
my attitude must reflect a real desire to understand what has happened between us. 
Likewise, my apology must be sincere and respectful.  I did not intend to offend, 
embarrass, or insult this person.  The apology can recognize that fact, but the apology 
must also recognize that my behavior did have a very negative impact and that 
unintended negative impact is what I am apologizing for. 
 
 

 
My apology might sound something like this— 
 

 I’m really sorry.  It was not my intention to hurt your feelings.  
I hope you’ll forgive me and, if I ever do anything like this 
again, I hope you’ll let me know.   

            OR 
 I’m sorry.  I was only trying to be funny.  I had not thought of 

it the way you described.  I probably should have thought of 
that. I really appreciate you talking to me about this.  

            OR 
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 This has been very helpful.  Seeing it from your perspective, I 
can see why you were so upset with me.  I value our 
relationship and would never do anything to hurt you.  Please 
promise me, if I ever do anything that upsets you again, that 
you will let me know immediately. I am confident we can 
work it out. 

 
So that’s it!  Those are the three steps to use when I realize that I have just said or done 
something that has apparently offended, upset, or embarrassed one of my customers or 
coworkers. 
 
Again, the three steps are to RESPECTFULLY— 
 

 

1. Open the door, 
2. Listen and learn, and 
3. Apologize. 

 

 

It is important to understand one thing.  This works when I do 
something that I had no idea would be offensive or embarrassing or 
insulting.  In other words, I had no idea my behavior was upsetting 
another person.  Most people will gratefully accept this approach 
and apology.  However, after this discussion with my customer or 
coworker, it will be very hard for me to claim to be clueless or 
unaware if I repeat this behavior.  It then becomes even more 
important to follow the rule we discussed earlier:  if I am not sure 
how everyone around me will react, then I will save it for another 
time and place! 

  
In closing, it is critical to repeat that we have competitors who are intent on capturing 
market share from us.  Winning this competition in the coming years and being the 
employer of choice in our industry requires that we create a workplace environment that 
is second to none.  It is imperative that we focus on ways to improve relationships with 
our customers and that we build strong relationships among all of our team members. 
 
Our objective is a higher level of customer service and performance.  We will continue 
this conversation during the year and share other tools that will help us attain this 
objective. 
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SCRIPT 2 
Strategies for Improving Customer Service 
and Workplace Effectiveness 
 
The Traffic Light Analogy 
  

 
 
Today, I want to return to the subject of strategies for improving customer service and 
creating a more productive work environment.  In an earlier discussion, we talked about 
how important it is for the Postal Service to win the competition for market share and to 
continue to be the best in the business of delivery services.  That discussion addressed 
the subject of improving customer relations and relationships within our teams. 
 
Specifically, we dealt with situations in which any one of us might say or do something 
that is offensive or embarrassing for one of our customers or one of our coworkers.  We 
talked about being more aware of when we have done something like that and we 
outlined some strategies for correcting the situation quickly and effectively.  The whole 
point was, of course, that we can’t afford to embarrass or offend customers; that’s very 
bad for business!  Likewise, offending or embarrassing members of our own team can 
significantly impair our ability to perform at peak efficiency and effectiveness and can 
reduce our ability to compete in this rapidly changing market place. 
 
The issue of creating a positive, respectful workplace is so critical to our success for the 
future that the Postal Service has made it a top priority in our strategic planning.  Let me 
first quote from the Postal Service’s Transformation Plan strategy for building a highly 
effective and motivated workforce: 
 

The Postal Service will reinforce individual accountability and 
management responsibility for a safe, satisfying, and diverse work place.   

 
Now let me quote from the Diversity Development Strategic Plan for the Postal Service: 
 

“We will develop and implement proactive strategies for the administration 
of a work climate that is free from inappropriate and unlawful behavior.  
We will accomplish this by determining appropriate behavior and 
establishing it as a norm in the workplace…” 

 
What we want to focus on today is that last phrase:  “determining appropriate behavior 
and establishing it as a norm in the workplace.” 
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In the previous discussion, we talked about situations in which we may unintentionally 
say or do something that offends or embarrasses someone else.  We noted then that 
this most often happens when we are joking around and trying to be funny or friendly. 
We also noted that very often it is the subject of our humor that is the cause of the 
misunderstanding. 
 
So we established a guideline, and that guideline was: 
 

 

If I am about to make a funny remark or tell a story and there is 
something in it about race, color, religion, sex, national origin, language 
or accent, age, physical or mental disability, sexual orientation, or 
marital or parental status and if I am not sure how everyone around me 
will react, then I will save it for another time and place. 

 
This simple rule is a way of recognizing that these particular topics can be “hot buttons” 
for any of us.  These subjects are about— 
 

 Who we are 
 Where we come from, and  
 What in life is really important to each of us 

 
And while we’ve all had occasion to laugh at something we thought was funny about 
any number of these topics, we also recognize that we all have different experiences 
around each of these topics.  So we each have very different ideas about what is funny 
and what is offensive with regard to joking about any of these topics. 
 
Our simple rule merely says, “If I am not absolutely sure how everyone around me will 
react when I am about to make a joke or comment that involves one of these topics, 
then I won’t say it!” 
 
Today, we are going to build on this simple rule.  We are going to work on fulfilling the 
objective I read earlier — that is, to “determine appropriate behavior and establish it as 
a norm in the workplace.”   
 
Chapter 6 of the Postal Service Employee and Labor Relations Manual [ELM] contains 
important guidance on this subject. Specifically, with regard to the behavior and 
personal habits of Postal Service employees, the manual says the Postal Service 
requires that “personnel be honest, reliable, trustworthy, courteous, and of good 
character and reputation.”  It continues by saying, “Employees are expected to maintain 
satisfactory personal habits, so as not to be obnoxious or offensive to other persons or 
to create unpleasant working conditions.”   
 
So our objective today is to expand on those concepts.  Creating a positive, supportive 
work environment requires a clear understanding on the part of all employees as to 
what the Postal Service views as appropriate conduct in the workplace.  It also means 
that everyone must understand what constitutes UNACCEPTABLE behavior and what 
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workplace behavior is QUESTIONABLE or a cause for concern.  Everyone must 
understand that UNACCEPTABLE behavior will result in appropriate corrective action, 
including possible termination of employment, and QUESTIONABLE behavior may 
result in appropriate corrective action, including disciplinary action. 
 
So what constitutes acceptable behavior, questionable behavior, and unacceptable 
behavior?  
 

 

To help us in “determining appropriate behavior,” we’re going 
to use a traffic-light analogy.  
 
Here’s how the traffic-light analogy works.  It divides 
workplace behavior into three categories.  The first category is 
GREEN LIGHT behavior.  Just as with the traffic light, GREEN 
LIGHT behavior means:  “Go!  Don’t worry!  Everything is just 
fine!”   
 
The second category is YELLOW LIGHT behavior.  Again, just 
as in a traffic light situation, YELLOW LIGHT behavior, in this 
case, means:  “Caution!  Slow down!  Be careful!  Prepare for 
RED LIGHT!”   
 
The final category is RED LIGHT behavior.  Just as with a 
traffic-light situation, RED LIGHT behavior means:  “Stop!  
Danger!  Don’t go there!” 

 
With that outline in mind, let’s define each category more specifically: 
 

GREEN 
LIGHT 

BEHAVIOR 

 

GREEN LIGHT behavior is APPROPRIATE or ACCEPTABLE. 
 
Just as with a green traffic-light signal, the message here is:  
“Go right ahead!  You’re o.k.!” 
 
GREEN LIGHT behavior includes such things as—  

 
 A polite compliment on a person’s appearance 
 Showing concern or encouragement for another person 
 Friendly conversation 

 
All of these are GREEN LIGHT behavior.  There should generally be no problem with such 
conversations or behavior.  Now let’s turn to the definition of YELLOW LIGHT behavior. 
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YELLOW 
LIGHT 

BEHAVIOR 

 

YELLOW LIGHT behavior is QUESTIONABLE conduct or behavior 
in the workplace.  This is behavior that we defined in our simple 
rule earlier.  Remember? (Pause.  Look for agreement.)  Here it 
is again: 
 
Conduct or behavior that has anything to do with race, color, 
religion, sex, national origin, language or accent, age, physical 
or mental disability, sexual orientation, or marital or parental 
status.  

 
O.K.!  That’s YELLOW LIGHT behavior!  When I am approaching a traffic light that is 
yellow, I have to be thinking to myself, “Caution!  Be careful!  Is it safe to proceed?” 
 
In workplace behavior, if I am about to say or do something that is YELLOW LIGHT 
behavior, I also have to be thinking to myself, “Caution!  Be careful!  Is it safe to 
proceed?”  Just as with a traffic light, I have to be thinking to myself, “Going forward is 
QUESTIONABLE, and I need to be really careful about whether to keep going.” 
 
Let’s talk about YELLOW LIGHT behavior in more detail.  There are two very important 
things to keep in mind about it. 
 

 

First, a single YELLOW LIGHT comment or action may not by itself 
violate the law.  As a result, such behavior is not strictly prohibited.  
However, as we discussed last time, YELLOW LIGHT behavior is 
viewed as VERY QUESTIONABLE behavior and requires that 
employees use GOOD JUDGMENT any time they are about to 
engage in YELLOW LIGHT behavior. 

 
As we said before, if behavior is YELLOW LIGHT and you have any doubt at all about how 
it might be received by those around you, then just don’t do it or say it.  It’s really that 
simple. 
 

 

Second, appropriate corrective action is possible for certain YELLOW 
LIGHT behavior.  Appropriate corrective action may include, but not 
be limited to, training, reassignment and/or disciplinary action. This 
is really important, so let me say it one more time.   
 
(Long pause.)  Appropriate corrective action is possible for certain 
YELLOW LIGHT behavior.  (Long pause.) 

 
Let’s talk about how that can happen.  In the world of traffic tickets, you don’t get a ticket 
for just being in the intersection while the light is yellow.  You get a ticket for still being in 
the intersection when the light turns red.  However, in the world of harassment 
prevention and creating respectful workplaces, a person can get a “ticket” just for being 
in the intersection while the light is YELLOW!  In other words, some appropriate 
corrective action is possible for certain YELLOW LIGHT behavior. 
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Let’s talk about the circumstances in which corrective action may be appropriate when 
the behavior is YELLOW LIGHT.  Remember, I said that any time you are going to engage 
in YELLOW LIGHT behavior, you should use good judgment.  Well, whenever a person 
engages in YELLOW LIGHT behavior and shows VERY POOR JUDGMENT, corrective 
action is appropriate. 
 

 
A good example might be where a large facility is having a 
party and a person, speaking to the entire group, tells a Yellow 
Light joke.  It is VERY POOR JUDGMENT to stand up in front 
of a large group of employees and tell a YELLOW LIGHT joke.  
You cannot possibly know how everyone in the room will react 
to it.  So you have not only failed to use good judgment, you 
have actually used VERY POOR JUDGMENT while engaging 
in YELLOW LIGHT behavior. 

 

 
Another example might be where a cartoon, joke, or picture 
that is YELLOW LIGHT is posted on a bulletin board in the 
workplace.  The nature of the behavior—the joke, the 
comment, the cartoon, the picture—might be YELLOW LIGHT, but 
it shows VERY POOR JUDGMENT to engage in the behavior 
in such a public way.  YELLOW LIGHT behavior, combined with 
such VERY POOR JUDGMENT, means that some kind of 
corrective action is appropriate. 

   
Well, those are the two important ideas to keep in mind about YELLOW LIGHT behavior. 
 

 

The first is that you should use good judgment before you engage in 
YELLOW LIGHT behavior. 
 
And the second is that, if you engage in YELLOW LIGHT behavior and 
show VERY POOR JUDGMENT in doing so, some form of corrective 
action can be taken. 

 
Now let’s turn to RED LIGHT behavior. 
 

RED LIGHT 
BEHAVIOR 

 

This is behavior that should NEVER, under any circumstances, 
occur in the workplace. 
 
This is behavior that deals with those same topics; but it is 
clearly disrespectful, demeaning, or worse. 
 
Obviously, any behavior that would violate the law that prohibits 
harassment in the workplace would clearly be RED LIGHT 
behavior. 
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That would include a manager or supervisor forcing an 
employee to provide sexual favors in return for employment 
benefits.  The law refers to that as “quid pro quo” harassment.  
That is a violation of the law, so it is clearly RED LIGHT 
behavior. 

 
 
 
However, RED LIGHT behavior also includes a lot of things that do not necessarily violate 
the law, but that nonetheless violate postal policies about standards of behavior.  For 
example, taunting someone because of their sexual orientation would be Red Light 
behavior. 
 

 
Let’s look at more examples of RED LIGHT behavior.  Some 
behavior is so offensive that it can be RED LIGHT the first time it 
occurs.  Single events of this type include things such as— 
  

 Leering or otherwise gesturing in a sexual manner. 
 Displaying material that is clearly sexual in nature in the 

workplace.  This includes but is not limited to- posters, 
cartoons, pictures, screen savers, or pornographic web 
sites. 

 Physical assault. 
 Use of highly inflammatory words that are extremely 

derogatory due to their blatant negative sexual or racial or 
other highly inflammatory meanings.  

 Messages that are written, recorded, or electronically 
transmitted that are demeaning, insulting, intimidating, or 
sexually suggestive (i.e., e-mails and voice mails). 

 
There is one final thought that is extremely important here.  When it comes to creating a 
respectful workplace, this is the most important concept in the traffic-light analogy. 
 

 

 
YELLOW LIGHT behavior that continues after the message has been 
delivered that it is unwelcome or inappropriate can turn into RED 
LIGHT behavior. 

 
This means that when a person is engaged in YELLOW LIGHT behavior and someone 
asks that the person refrain from such behavior in his or her presence, it is extremely 
important that the behavior stops! 
 

 
For example, I see something on television that I think is really 
funny, and it has what I consider to be a very mild sexual 
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theme about it.  The next day, I come into the post office and I 
ask one of my colleagues whether he saw the program.  My 
colleague says, “I didn’t see it, but I heard about it.  And I really 
don’t think it’s funny.  I’d just as soon not talk about it.” 
 
If my response is, “Hey, you need to get a sense of humor!  I’ve 
got a story like that, but it’s even better!”  At that moment, I am 
running into RED LIGHT behavior.  My friend asked politely that 
we not discuss it, but I persisted.  That means my behavior is 
no longer YELLOW LIGHT!  It is RED LIGHT!  And RED LIGHT 
behavior means appropriate corrective action, very possibly 
including termination of employment! 

 
Well, that’s the traffic-light analogy.  The purpose is to give us a very simple guide to 
conduct that is appropriate in the workplace and conduct that is questionable. 
   
There are four principal themes in this analogy: 
 

11  
Any time my behavior is about to involve even a suggestion of race, color, 
religion, sex, national origin, language or accent, age, physical or mental 
disability, sexual orientation, or marital or parental status, I must ask myself 
how will this be received by everyone around me.  If I am not absolutely 
certain that it will be well received, then I simply don’t say it or do it. 
 

22  
If I engage in YELLOW LIGHT behavior in a situation that shows VERY POOR 
JUDGMENT on my part, then some corrective action might be appropriate. 
 

33  
If I am asked by someone to stop my YELLOW LIGHT behavior, I must 
respectfully honor that request or I move into RED LIGHT behavior. 
 

44  
If I engage in blatantly demeaning, insulting behavior relating to these same 
topics, then I am in RED LIGHT and that means potential appropriate corrective 
action, up to and including possible removal from employment. 

 
In closing, the bottom line here really is THE BOTTOM LINE.  We are simply talking 
about respect:  showing respect to one another and expecting no less from one another. 
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SCRIPT 3 
Strategies for Improving Customer Service and 
Workplace Effectiveness 
 
The ABC’s of “Ouch & Educate” 

 
 
 
This is the third in our on-going discussion of strategies for improving customer service 
and creating a more productive work environment.  In earlier discussions, we talked 
about how important it is for the Postal Service to win the competition for market share 
and to continue to be the best in the business of delivery services.  We talked about 
improving customer relations and relationships within our teams. 
 
Specifically, we dealt with situations in which any one of us might say or do something 
that is very offensive or embarrassing for one of our customers or one of our coworkers.  
We talked about being more aware of the situations when we might offend, embarrass, 
or insult another; and we outlined some strategies for correcting such situations quickly 
and effectively.  The whole point was, of course, that we can’t afford to embarrass or 
offend customers; that’s very bad for business!  Likewise, offending or embarrassing 
members of our own team can significantly impair our ability to perform at peak 
efficiency and effectiveness, and reduces our ability to compete in this rapidly changing 
market place. 
 
In the second discussion on the topic, we focused on determining appropriate behavior 
and establishing it as a norm in the workplace.  We did that by using the traffic-light 
analogy.  There were four important principles of the traffic-light analogy. 
 

 

They were— 
 
Number One:   Any time my behavior is about to be YELLOW LIGHT, I 

must ask myself how it will be received by everyone 
around me.  If I am not absolutely certain that it will 
be well received, then I simply don’t say it or do it. 

 
Number Two: YELLOW LIGHT behavior combined with VERY POOR 

JUDGMENT means some corrective action will be 
appropriate. 

 
Number Three: If someone asks that I stop YELLOW LIGHT behavior, I 

must respectfully honor that request or I immediately 
move into Red Light behavior. 

 



United States Postal Service – Service Talks  September 29, 2004 
 
 

 
 
SCENDIS LLC  Page 18 

And, finally— 
  
Number Four: RED LIGHT behavior means very serious corrective 

action, including possible termination of employment. 
 
In short, we have discussed being more aware of our own behavior and its impact on 
our customers and coworkers.  We have also defined “appropriate behavior” in the 
workplace. 
 
In today’s discussion, we want to focus on those moments when we are offended, 
embarrassed, or insulted by something someone else says or does.  How should each 
of us deal with such situations?   
 
Of course, the answer depends on a number of factors.  It depends on what was said or 
done, and it depends on the history of the people involved.  However, there are some 
conflict-resolution skills that anyone can use to quickly and effectively address many of 
these situations.  Our purpose today is to share some of those skills with you. 
 
Let’s start by talking about some typical YELLOW LIGHT situations.  You’ll remember that 
this is a situation in which someone has said or done something that I find offensive or 
embarrassing; and it has something to do with race, color, religion, sex, national origin, 
language or accent, age, physical or mental disability, sexual orientation, or marital or 
parental status.  Suddenly, I am faced with how to deal with this situation! 
 
There are basically three things I might do about this situation: 
 

 

1. I can ignore it and try not to let it bother me. 
2. I can say something about it at that moment, in order to try to 

stop it from happening again. 
3. I can report the incident to someone in management and let 

them address it. 
 
Let’s consider each of these possibilities.  We’ll start with the first possibility:  “ignore it 
and try not to let it bother me.”   
 
We sometimes hear a person say, “I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it, because it 
wasn’t very serious; and I hoped it wouldn’t happen again.”  The trouble is that these 
small insults and injuries can pile up, and then they do begin to bother us. 
 

 
It’s like water torture.  A few drops of water on the forehead are 
no problem.  A thousand drops of water, one at a time, over a 
few hours, in the same spot, can be extremely painful. 

 
So it is important that we learn to address even seemingly small things; because, left 
unchecked, small things can pile up into very large things. 
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The reason that most of us are reluctant to tell someone that they have just offended, 
embarrassed, or insulted us is because most of us do not like confrontation.  So it is 
important for us to find a way to raise the issue that is not confrontational. 
 
This leads us to the first tool for today.  It is called:  “Ouch!” and Educate.  Here’s how it 
works: 
 

“Ouch!” and Educate 

 

Let’s assume that I am in a conversation with some people.  I say 
or do something that is YELLOW LIGHT.  In other words, it has some 
very minor suggestion of sex, race, religion, national origin, or any 
of the other YELLOW LIGHT topics.  A person who hears it is 
offended, insulted, or embarrassed by what I said or did.  That 
person then says, “Ouch!” 
 
When someone says “Ouch!,” that is a signal that conversation 
needs to stop and we need to pay attention to why the person said 
“Ouch!”  Remember, YELLOW LIGHT behavior is often just a simple 
misunderstanding or miscommunication between two people.  I 
may actually think that I am being funny or even friendly by my 
words or action.  However, we all come from very different 
backgrounds and experiences.  Something in your history may 
make my words or actions feel very uncomfortable for you. 
 
So “Ouch!” is a signal that we need to pause and discuss in a very 
respectful way the discomfort that you felt.  Once we pause, then 
the person who said “Ouch!” needs to educate the speaker about 
his or her discomfort. 

 
Now let’s talk about how to educate others about our discomfort.  Some of us think of 
this as being confrontational, and many of us are not comfortable with any kind of 
confrontation.  However, stopping to “educate” someone else about my discomfort is 
not a confrontation.  We can do this in a very calm, unemotional, nonconfrontational 
manner.  Let’s explore how to do this in more detail. 
 

ABC 

 

This conversation to “educate” someone about my discomfort with 
something they have done or said follows a formula, and that 
formula is the second tool we’ll discuss today.  This tool is as 
simple as “ABC.”  The “A” stands for ASSUME.  In other words, 
“assume a good intention on the part of the other person.”  The “B” 
stands for BEHAVIOR.  In short, “identify the behavior and its 
impact on you.”  The “C” stands for CHANGE.  That means, “ask 
for a change in behavior.”   
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Here’s an example of what the ABCs might sound like when one person is helping to 
“educate” another person about the impact of their behavior: 
 

 
“Excuse me.  I’m sure you didn’t mean it this way, but you just 
made a joke about female astronauts.  I found it VERY 
embarrassing.  It felt to me as if you were belittling all women 
and that you were saying that all women are incompetent and 
emotionally unstable.  As a woman, I found it very offensive.  I 
would appreciate it if you would not repeat something like that in 
my presence again.” 

 
It’s that simple.  Let’s take that apart and see how the ABCs worked here. 
 
We’ll begin with the “A.”  Remember, that stands for “assume a good intention on the 
part of the other person.”  In the example above, the statement was as follows: 
 

“Excuse me.  I’m sure you didn’t mean it this way…” 
 

 

Remember, in most situations in which YELLOW LIGHT behavior causes 
some insult or injury, the person responsible for the behavior does not 
actually intend to be offensive, embarrassing, or insulting.  Their 
intentions are usually good.  So I am just giving my coworker the 
benefit of the doubt that no harm was intended. 

 
Then, the “B” stands for “BEHAVIOR.”  That means, “identify the behavior and its 
impact on you.”  This part of the statement is supposed to identify the words or behavior 
and then explain very simply what the impact of those words or behavior was on you.  In 
the example above, the statement was as follows: 
 

“You just made a joke about female astronauts. I found it VERY 
embarrassing.  It felt to me as if you were belittling all women and that you 
were saying that all women are incompetent and emotionally unstable.  As 
a woman, I found it very offensive.”   

 
Finally, the “C” stands for “CHANGE” and that means, “ask for a change in behavior.”  
In the example above, this request statement was as follows: 
   

“I would appreciate it if you would not repeat something like that in my 
presence again.” 

 
So that’s how the ABCs work.  In summary, “Ouch! and Educate” means that when I 
observe someone say or do something that is offensive, embarrassing, or insulting, I 
immediately say, “Ouch!”  That signals to everyone that everything should stop at that 
moment, so that we can explore this serious disconnect.  The person who said “Ouch!” 
then takes a moment to “educate” us about the “Ouch!” 



United States Postal Service – Service Talks  September 29, 2004 
 
 

 
 
SCENDIS LLC  Page 21 

The “ABCs” provide three simple steps for educating others about the impact of their 
words or behavior. 
 

 

Keep in mind that the ABCs stand for – 
 

 ASSUME a good intention, 
 Identify the BEHAVIOR and its impact on you, and 
 Ask for a CHANGE in behavior. 

 

 

What happens next is really important! 
 
The person, whose words or behavior caused the “Ouch! and 
Educate” moment, needs to pay close attention to what is being 
said. 

 
Seek First to Understand 

 

Remember in our very first conversation on “Strategies for 
Improving Customer Service and Workplace Effectiveness,” we 
talked about how to respond in a respectful fashion; correct the 
misunderstanding; and begin to build a positive, trusting 
relationship with this person?  We talked then about the concept of 
“Seek First To Understand.”2 
 
That is exactly what has to happen next in this situation.  By using 
an “Ouch! and Educate” approach, my customer or coworker is 
giving me important input about how my behavior has had a very 
negative impact on him or her.  I need to respond by genuinely 
expressing my concern and trying to understand the situation from 
that person’s point of view.  This kind of response will build trust 
between us and allow us to create a more positive relationship in 
the workplace. 

 
Other Options 
As simple and easy as the “Ouch! and Educate” approach is, there will be times when 
you are not comfortable raising the issue.  There are a variety of factors that may 
influence you: 
 

 That particular moment may not seem right to use “Ouch! and Educate.” 
 The person responsible for the YELLOW LIGHT behavior may be someone with whom 

you simply are not comfortable raising the issue. 
 You may have tried “Ouch and Educate” before, and the person is repeating the 

same behavior. 
                                                 
2 Used with permission from Franklin Covey. All rights reserved. 
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Let’s talk about each of these circumstances. 
Let’s start with the situation where you don’t think that this is the best moment to raise 
the issue.  That’s fine.  But don’t just drop the issue.  Find an appropriate time in the 
next day or two to get back to that person and talk to them.  You can still use “Ouch! 
and Educate” and the “ABCs” to talk to the person about the impact of his/her behavior 
on you.  Simply find the appropriate time in the next day or so.  Then say something like 
this to get into the conversation: 
 

 
“I had an ‘Ouch!’ yesterday when you were talking, but I didn’t 
raise it then.  Can we talk now?” 
 
You then go on and use the “ABCs” to assume a positive intent, 
identify the behavior and describe the impact on you, and then 
ask for a change in behavior. 

 
The point is that “Ouch! and Educate” and the “ABCs” can be used at the moment that 
something occurs or later at a more appropriate time. 
 

 

The important thing is to raise the issue with the other person and 
discuss it, so that future misunderstandings and 
miscommunications around that issue can be avoided.  If we don’t 
discuss it, it probably will arise again because I have not expressed 
the issue to the other person. 
 
So, if you are comfortable talking to the other person at the 
appropriate time, then do so.  It really is effective! 

 
Next, let’s talk about the situation where you are not comfortable raising the issue with 
the other person at all. 
 
The message here is simple.  Don’t ignore it.   You have many other options.  If you are 
not comfortable talking to the other person by yourself, you might also consider asking a 
friend, a union official, or a trusted coworker to help you talk to the other person. 
 

 

If even talking to the other person with the support of someone else 
is not comfortable, that’s O.K.!  There are many very legitimate 
reasons why people are not always comfortable talking to the other 
person about YELLOW LIGHT behavior. 
 
If that is the case (pause, and read the following very slowly and 
deliberately), then it is imperative that you let management know, 
so they can deal with the situation!  I’ll come back to the subject of 
going to management for assistance in a moment. 
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In everything I have been saying so far, I have been assuming that the objectionable 
behavior is YELLOW LIGHT.  More often than not, YELLOW LIGHT behavior is the result of a 
misunderstanding or miscommunication. 
 

 

Remember our previous discussion about YELLOW LIGHT behavior?  We 
all come from different backgrounds, and we all have different 
experiences.  It is very easy for any of us to do or say something that 
we think is really funny or even friendly but for someone else, based on 
their life experiences, it is offensive; insulting; or embarrassing. 

 
So when YELLOW LIGHT behavior creates an “Ouch!” for you, don’t hesitate to use these 
tools to raise the issue and talk about it so that it can be avoided in the future. 
 
However, when behavior is RED LIGHT, that is a very different thing.   
 
 

 

If you think back to the examples of RED LIGHT behavior, they involve 
behavior that is clearly and intentionally demeaning or abusive behavior.  
For example, RED LIGHT behavior included such things as— 
  

 Leering or otherwise gesturing in a sexual manner. 
 Displaying material in the workplace that is clearly sexual in nature. 
 Using highly inflammatory words that are extremely derogatory due 

to their blatant negative sexual or racial or other highly inflammatory 
meanings.  

 Sending e-mails that are demeaning, insulting, intimidating, or 
sexually suggestive. 

 

 

 
Remember also, YELLOW LIGHT behavior that continues after a person 
has been told that their behavior is unwelcome or inappropriate can 
turn into RED LIGHT behavior. 

 
So, if I have tried using “Ouch! and Educate” and the “ABCs” and the person has 
ignored my effort and continued with his or her YELLOW LIGHT behavior, then that 
person’s behavior is no longer YELLOW LIGHT.  They have ignored my request!  Their 
behavior is now RED LIGHT!  
 
In short, RED LIGHT behavior is really mean, malicious behavior that is being done very 
intentionally; and it can lead to very serious corrective action, up to and including 
termination of employment. 
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So, when RED LIGHT behavior occurs, DO NOT try to deal with it 
yourself. 
 
Report it to management. 

 
In the Postal Service, you have a variety of avenues for involving management.  You 
can talk to—or write to—any of the following: 
 

 Your immediate supervisor 
 Any supervisor or manager 
 The Human Resources manager 
 An EEO (Equal Employment Opportunity) Dispute-Resolution Specialist 
 The Postal Service Inspector, when you believe that criminal misconduct is involved 

 
As another alternative, you can ask a union representative or a coworker to speak to a 
manager on your behalf.  The Postal Service will protect the confidentiality of 
harassment complaints to the extent possible. 
 
In closing, I hope the “Ouch! and Educate” approach and the “ABCs” give everyone a 
new comfort level in being able to raise and discuss these sensitive issues with one 
another.  As I said last time, this is about creating a more positive workplace 
environment — one where every single member of the Postal Service feels included 
and valued as a critical part of the team. 
 
We are building the most effective, most competitive team in the delivery services 
industry.  That requires the full commitment of every member of our team.  It also 
requires that every member of the team is committed to an inclusive, respectful 
workplace environment.   
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SCRIPT 4 
Strategies for Improving Customer Service and 
Workplace Effectiveness 
 
Interpersonal Relationship Accounts (IRA’s) &    
Building Workplace Relationships 

 
This is the fourth in our ongoing discussion of strategies for improving customer service 
and creating a more productive work environment. 
 
In previous discussions, we have talked about how important it is for the Postal Service 
to win the competition for market share and to continue to be the best in the business of 
delivery services.  We talked about improving customer relations and relationships 
within our teams and we focused on situations in which we might say or do something 
offensive or embarrassing for one of our customers or one of our coworkers.  We also 
discussed specific strategies for avoiding such situations and strategies for recovering 
from such mistakes. 
 
In the second discussion on the topic, we focused on determining appropriate behavior 
and establishing it as a norm in the workplace.  We did that by using the traffic-light 
analogy. 
 

 

There were four important principles of the traffic-light analogy: 
 
Number One:   Behavior that has even a suggestion of race, color, 

religion, sex, national origin, language or accent, age, 
physical or mental disability, sexual orientation, or 
marital or parental status is YELLOW LIGHT and if I am 
not absolutely certain that it will be well received by 
those around me, then I simply don’t say it or do it. 

 
Number Two: YELLOW LIGHT behavior combined with VERY POOR 

JUDGMENT can result in some form of corrective 
action. 

 
Number Three: If I am asked by someone to stop my YELLOW LIGHT 

behavior, I must respectfully honor that request or I 
move into RED LIGHT behavior. 

 
Number Four: RED LIGHT behavior means potential appropriate 

corrective action, up to and including possible 
removal from employment. 
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One of the things that I hope came out of that discussion is some new language for us 
to use.  Now, when anyone’s behavior is beginning to drift into the YELLOW LIGHT, it is 
very simple for anyone to ask, “Are we getting a little YELLOW LIGHT here?”  Any kind of 
simple reference to the traffic-light analogy by anyone can become a very polite, 
nonconfrontational way of reminding one another when our behavior is slipping a little 
and needs some course correction.   
 
In the third discussion, we talked about some conflict-management skills that allow us to 
deal effectively with situations in which we are offended or embarrassed by someone 
else’s words or behavior.  We discussed “Ouch! and Educate” and the “ABCs” of talking 
to someone when their words or behavior has made us uncomfortable.  Again, “Ouch! 
and Educate” and the “ABCs” are a nonconfrontational way of bringing to another 
person’s attention that something they have just done or said had a very negative 
impact on you. 
 
You’ll remember that— 
 

 

“A” stands for ASSUME:  “assume a good intention on the part of the 
other person.”   

 
“B” stands for BEHAVIOR:  “identify the behavior and its impact on 
you.”   

 
And “C” stands for CHANGE, and that means:  “ask for a change in 
behavior.”   

 
You may also remember that, in the third discussion, we noted that sometimes people 
are just not comfortable telling someone else that something in their words or behavior 
has been embarrassing or insulting.  We noted that there are a variety of circumstances 
in which that can occur.  One such circumstance is when I just don’t feel I have a good 
relationship with that other person.  The person responsible for the YELLOW LIGHT 
behavior may be someone with whom I simply am not comfortable raising the issue.  
We said, at that time, it was important that you report the person’s behavior to 
management so we can deal with it. 
 
That raises an important issue about relationships in the workplace that we should 
address. 
 

 

We all recognize that, when relationships in the workplace are very 
positive, the chances are much greater that people can work 
through issues that might potentially be “hot button” issues. 
 
In other words, employees can effectively discuss and resolve 
misunderstandings and miscommunications involving YELLOW LIGHT 
situations when they have positive working relationships with one 
another. 
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We all have had experiences that confirm this simple concept. 
 

 
If one of my very best friends says something that really upsets 
me, I can tell him or her about it without the whole thing turning 
into a major controversy.  It’s because we already have a good 
relationship.  There is trust there already, so my friend is willing 
to hear my concern without getting defensive. 
 
Better yet, I may not even take offense at what my friend says, 
because I know that no harm was intended.  I don’t even think of 
the behavior as being offensive, because this is my friend and I 
know my friend means no harm by the behavior. 

 
In the example above, it is our positive relationship that keeps this from becoming a 
major issue between us.  So that raises the question, “How do we create more positive 
relationships in the workplace?” 
 
The foundation of building positive relationships in the workplace is building trust.  
Establishing trust in relationships requires that we be honest and sincere in our dealings 
with one another.  Individuals must know that you will do them no harm, that you have 
their best interests at heart.  Building trust takes patience and time and some very 
conscious efforts. 
 

IRA 

 

There is a concept that may help you in thinking about how to 
build trust in a relationship.  With every person we know—at work, 
at home, and in our community, we have a bank account.  We can 
call that bank account an “Interpersonal Relationship Account—an 
“IRA” for short. 
 
We each have an IRA with every person in our life.  Every person 
in this room has an IRA with everyone else in this room.  We have 
an IRA with our spouses or significant others.  If you have 
children, you have an IRA with each child.  We have an IRA with 
our neighbors in our community and with each person we have 
regular contact with, including our regular customers. 
 
Now, this Interpersonal Relationship Account, or “IRA,” is just like 
an account at a bank.  We make deposits to this account, and we 
make withdrawals from this account.  We all know how we make 
deposits and withdrawals from regular bank accounts.  Let’s talk 
about deposits and withdrawals from these Interpersonal 
Relationship Accounts. 
 
I make deposits into the IRAs of people around me by all the 
positive interactions I have with each person.  Many times, these 
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deposits are simple gestures I may make.  When I greet someone 
and ask how they are doing in a sincere and genuine way, I am 
making a deposit into my IRA with that person.  When I express 
interest in their family or their well being, I am making a deposit into 
my IRA with that person.  When I offer assistance with something—
large or small, personal or professional, I am making a deposit into 
my IRA with that person.  These deposits accumulate over a period 
of time.  That’s what we mean when we say that building trust takes 
patience, time, and some very conscious efforts.  Making these 
deposits takes a conscious effort, and it takes patience and time to 
make many deposits over and over again. 
 
I make withdrawals from this IRA when I do something that “steps 
on this person’s toes.”  When I am agitated and snap at this person 
or when I am in a hurry and say something that is hurtful, each of 
these incidents represents a withdrawal from my IRA with this 
person.  When I am trying to be funny or friendly, but I actually say 
something that they find very offensive or insulting, I am making a 
withdrawal from my IRA with this person.  So, every time that I do 
something to upset this person, I am making a withdrawal from my 
IRA with this person.   
 
Just as with a bank account, if I have a high balance, I can make 
withdrawals without creating a problem. 
 
So think in terms of your best friend here at work or outside this 
facility.  If I am in a hurry and speak sharply to a person or say 
something that the person finds offensive, because I have a high 
balance in my IRA, the person excuses my insult or my mistake 
without even saying anything to me about it.  That person probably 
says to himself, “He’s (She’s3) having a really bad day.  He (She) 
really didn’t mean anything by that.”  Or, she says to herself, “He’s 
(She’s) under a lot of stress today. That’s why he (she) said that.” 
In short, because I have a high balance in my IRA with this person, 
the person forgives my error easily.  It is simply no big deal. 
 
However, when I have a very low balance or when I am overdrawn 
on my bank account and I make a further withdrawal, then I am in 
real trouble with the bank.  Similarly, if I have a very low balance or, 
worse yet, a negative balance in my Interpersonal Relationship 
Account with a person and I do something that is offensive, 
embarrassing or insulting to him or her, there may be no 

                                                 
3 Read the word here that corresponds to your gender.  If you are a male, read “He’s having a really bad day. He 
probably didn’t mean anything by it.”  If you are a female, read “She’s having a really bad day.  She probably didn’t 
mean anything by it.” 
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forgiveness at all.  Since I have a very low balance in my IRA with 
this person, he or she will tolerate very little in the way of insensitive 
behavior from me.  If I do something that to me seems very trivial or 
insignificant, they treat it as a very serious offense.  It simply means 
that I have a very low balance in my IRA with that person. 
 
Let’s put this into the perspective of my dealings with customers or 
coworkers.  What does it mean to be making deposits into a 
customer’s or a coworker’s IRA?  It is such simple things as 
showing an honest and genuine interest in this person’s well being, 
in their family, in the things in which they are interested.  When they 
are having a problem, making a deposit into my IRA with this 
person means showing an interest in the problem or even being 
open to helping solve that problem.  The more frequently I have 
contact with a person, the more often I have the opportunity to 
make a deposit into my IRA with that person.  Sometimes it will be 
big things that I offer to do, but most often, it is small things—just 
showing an interest in them and what they are doing.    
 
If I have paid attention to making frequent and regular deposits into 
the IRA that I have with another person, then when I say something 
that hits that person wrong, they are far more apt to forgive my 
error.  And, if they think it is important, they will even probably feel 
that it is safe to mention it to me and talk about it with me.   
 
Think about the person who is your closest friend.  The reason the 
two of you can say even the most outrageous things at times to one 
another is because you each trust each other implicitly.  You can 
make what may appear to others as insensitive or even demeaning 
comments about one another.  The reason it does not result in a 
shouting match is because you both know that neither of you 
means anything hurtful by the comments.  You really have the 
deepest friendship and trust in one another.   
 
That other person knows that no matter what you say to him or her, 
you do not have a bad motive to anything you do or say.  Remove 
that bond of trust and most anything you say can be suspect.   
 
That bond of trust is what the Interpersonal Relationship Account is 
all about.  When the balance in the IRA is high, the bond of trust is 
high and we can make mistakes in our communications that will be 
forgiven every time.  When the balance in the IRA is low or 
negative, the bond of trust is nonexistent; and any mistake in our 
communications will be viewed with extreme distrust.  There will be 
no forgiveness for our poor judgment in communications.       
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So, our challenge from day to day is to begin to build trust in every 
relationship—to begin to make regular and frequent deposits into 
the Interpersonal Relationship Accounts with everyone with whom 
we have regular contact.  Whether it is regular customers or 
coworkers, we want to make a conscious effort to make deposits 
into these IRAs on a daily basis. 
  
Think of the person in your life—at work or in your personal life—
with whom things seem to be the roughest type of relationship.  No 
matter what you say, they seem to take offense.  If I think in terms 
of having a negative balance in my IRA with that person, then it 
becomes obvious what I have to do to improve our relationship.  I 
have to start taking action to make deposits into my IRA with that 
person.  I also have to realize that I may have a very large deficit in 
that IRA.  So I may have to make a lot of deposits before I can 
begin to see any improvement in our relationship.  It will take time 
and patience and perseverance on my part.  I have to make a lot of 
deposits before I can hope to see even the smallest improvement in 
our relationship.  It takes more than a few drops of water to fill a dry 
well. 

 
Now let’s apply this concept to the traffic-light analogy, the “Ouch! and Educate” 
concept, and the “ABCs” of talking to the other person about the impact of their behavior 
on me. 
 

 
Assume for a moment that an employee does something that is 
YELLOW LIGHT and assume that a coworker is deeply offended 
by the incident.  Also assume that the offended person decides 
to use the “Ouch! and Educate” approach to raise the issue with 
the coworker.  So the offended person finds an appropriate 
moment to describe the behavior and the impact of that behavior 
to the other person.  Finally, the offended person requests a 
change in behavior — asks that this sort of comment or activity 
that was brought to my co-worker’s attention not happen again. 
 
By using the nonconfrontational, unemotional “Ouch! and 
Educate” approach, the offended person has now given the 
other person permission to respond in a mature, adult, 
unemotional manner.  So the offending person is able to 
apologize, and they are both now able to discuss the 
misunderstanding or miscommunication in a way that is 
constructive and that builds trust. 

 
Suddenly, we have gone from a moment that could have been very damaging to our 
working relationship to a realization that we have just worked through a potentially 
disastrous incident.  Our relationship has just moved to a higher level. 
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In the exchange of only a few respectful words between us, we are actually improving 
our working relationship.  In only a few minutes, we have taken a situation that could 
have been explosive and damaging and we have used it to reach a better 
understanding of each other.  The first person has shown the respect of raising this 
difficult issue in a nonconfrontational fashion, and the other person has shown the 
respect of responding to the concern in an equally appropriate manner.  Suddenly, 
these two people have a deeper understanding of each other, and they have the 
experience of having resolved a very serious dispute in minutes!   
 
They can carry that experience into every aspect of their working relationship.  They 
now know that there is a level of trust between them that was not there only minutes 
earlier.   
 
Strong relationships are built one brick at a time, and these two people in the preceding 
example have just laid a cornerstone in their relationship with one another!  They now 
know that they can work through tough interpersonal problems successfully!  It will take 
further deposits into each other’s IRA to reach the point where they each have a 
positive balance in their IRA with the other one. 
 

 

Again, it takes time, patience and perseverance to create a truly 
trusting relationship. 
 
But once it is established, it is clear how much more productive we 
can all be when we are not having to spend time and energy 
second guessing other people’s motives.  We can just accept them 
at face value—if we have a positive balance in our IRAs with one 
another. 

 
The example I just described is only one example of how the skills we have been talking 
about during these discussions can be used to build stronger working relationships 
between everyone in this workplace.  And, equally importantly, we can use these same 
skills to improve our relationships with our customers and begin to build strong 
customer loyalty.   
 

 

Keep in mind that the objective here is to be the employer of choice in 
our industry and to be the leader in this industry as well. 
 
It is about being the most effective and efficient in the industry. 
 
It is also about retaining every single customer and not giving up market 
share to any of our competitors. 

 
To achieve this goal, we have to become the most productive, most inclusive workplace 
in our industry.  That will require 100 percent from every single employee.  Anything 
less means we are failing to live up to our full potential and that we are, therefore, losing 
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customers and market share.  And that will only cost us jobs in the future.  We can’t 
afford to lose our place in the delivery services industry when we all have the ability to 
contribute positively to our workplace and customer relationships! 
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