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            Customer Service Notes for 
Handling Participant Conflict 

 

When working with the public, there will always be some level of conflict.  As WIC service providers, the 

goal is to minimize the conflict with participants, and when conflict does occur, to handle it effectively.  

 

Remember that participants may be in many different life circumstances, some of which may cause them to 

be upset about their situation.  They may, therefore, be unpleasant when working with you. Remember to 

not take their being upset personally, as they are most likely not upset with you. 

 

Sometimes, smiling, being pleasant, and demonstrating empathy can dispel conflict from a participant.  In 

some instances, you may be one of the few people outside of their family who will listen to them.           

 

If a participant is really upset, use de-escalation techniques to try to reduce the conflict.  The following are 

techniques that have proven effective: 

  

 Active Listening 

 Shifting into Neutral 

 Using Positive Body Language and Avoiding Negative Body Language    

 Being Non-judgmental  

 Demonstrating Empathy  

 

Using the above techniques may get participants to realize that you are not looking to get into a “battle” 

with them and instead you are there to help them.   

 

Of course, should a participant use vulgar language, you should not have to deal with that.  If a participant 

swears at you, you can say, “I would like to work with you, but I can’t if you are swearing at me.”  You 

might consider offering to reschedule the participant’s appointment at a time when they are not so upset. 

     

When conflict arises because a mistake has been made by your office, remember that an apology will often 

calm the person down.  For example, Ms. Edmonds shows up for an appointment that your office forgot to 

note.  When you let her know that you do not see her scheduled for an appointment, she may understandably 

become upset.  You can say to her, “I am so sorry about this mix up.  If you will have a seat in our waiting 

area, I will do my best to see if we can meet with you now.”  This statement includes an apology and it 

shows that you are looking to resolve the problem.        

 

When conflict is handled well, we can even improve our relationships with participants.  
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Questions for Reflection: 

1. Do you use any of the above de-escalation techniques with upset participants?   

2. Do you apologize when a mistake is made by your office that negatively impacts a participant?  
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