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Abstract: Using the framework of communicative competence theory, this study explores cross-cultural conflict 

resolution in e-commerce customer service interactions. This study examines the elements of face construction, 

politeness principles, and conversational maxims in English-language customer service call transcripts that are 

publicly available. The aim is to see how cultural differences may play out in intercultural problem-solving and 

how service representatives approached those difficulties. The theoretical framework includes Brown and 

Levinson's politeness theory, Grice's conversational maxims, Stella Ting-Toomey's face-negotiation theory, and 

David Myers's social psychology principles to better understand collaborative face construction in intercultural 

communication. The results reveal that the success in resolving conflict is highly contingent upon the use of 

culturally sensitive face-saving strategies, modified adherence to politeness principles, and the purposeful 

violation of Gricean maxims employed to maintain the relationship. This study contributes to an understanding 

of how theoretically grounded communication principles can be observed from intercultural business contexts for 

real-world outcomes and underscores the importance of cultural awareness to competency in a customer service 

environment. 
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1. Introduction 

In a fast-growing global e-commerce market, 

customer service engagement increasingly takes 

place across cultures, presenting heightened 

communication complexities which necessitate 

nuanced understanding of intercultural issues. The 

intent of this article is to investigate face 

construction in cross-cultural communication in e-

commerce customer service contexts, with a 

particular focus on the real-world application of 

politeness principles and Gricean maxims as 

contributing elements to communicatively 

competent exchanges. E-commerce eliminates 

traditional geographic barriers, such that a customer 

service representative must construct responses as 

they navigate through cultural differences in 

communication styles, expectations for 

communication, and ways to diffuse conflicts while 

sustaining service quality and the customer 

experience. 

This research is important, as it models established 

theories of communication onto real-world business 

issues. Cross-cultural customer service interactions 

provide opportunities to observe how theory 

connects to applied analysis when addressing 

problem-solving situations. In scenarios when 

customers or service representatives are from 

different cultural backgrounds, misunderstandings 

may occur, and may escalate rapidly, because the 

parties may lack intercultural communication 

competence in the exchange. It becomes 

increasingly important to understand how face-

saving strategies, politeness principles and 

conversational cooperation apply in the context, and 

what strategies must be used to help clear the 

conflict. 

The study seeks to contribute to the dissonance 

between theoretical understanding of intercultural 

communication and effectively applying this 

understanding within customer service contexts. By 

examining actual customer service call transcripts, 

this research reveals problematic situations and how 
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skilled representatives are able to coordinate 

dynamics to not only provide face for all parties, but 

ultimately enable a successful resolution of the 

problem. The research enhances academic 

knowledge about applied intercultural 

communication and real-life training strategies for 

customer service professionals working in 

multicultural business settings. 

2. Literature Review and Research Gap 

2.1. Theoretical Foundations in Cross-Cultural 

Communication 

Theories designed to account for cross-cultural 

customer service communication build from the 

theoretical frameworks for how cultural differences 

manifest interpersonal interactions. Brown and 

Levinson (1987) politeness theory provided 

important insights into how people across cultural 

boundaries negotiate face-threatening acts, which 

include the difference between positive face (the 

want to be approved of) and negative face (the want 

to be free from imposition). The authors highlighted 

significant cultural variation regarding politeness 

strategies. Some cultures value direct and efficient 

interaction while others prioritize ongoing 

relationships and face-saving. 

Grice (1975) conversational maxims included 

notions of quality, quantity, relation, and manner 

serve as a useful basis for analyzing intercultural 

communication. Grice characterized the maxims as 

ideal cooperative communication, though they are 

often deviated from or violated while still serving a 

social function. The same is true with regard to 

cross-cultural communication, especially as 

different groups of people favor different aspects of 

communication cooperation. Thomas (1983) and 

Spencer-Oatey (2008) examined pragmatic failures 

that typically occurred when speakers from different 

contexts apply their own ways of understanding 

what the implicit meanings of maintaining or 

deviating from the objectives of the maxims were. 

Stella Ting-Toomey's (1988, 2005) face-negotiation 

theory looks at conflict management and face-saving 

specifically in connection with cultural orientations. 

In regards to cultural orientations, Ting-Toomey's 

distinctions between collectivistic and 

individualistic cultures also offer ways of 

understanding why some customer service 

approaches are effective with one subset of 

customers but not with others. Ting-Toomey's work 

shows collectivistic cultures employ indirect 

communication styles, with an emphasis on mutual 

face-saving, while individualistic cultures tend to 

favor direct communication styles that are task-

focused and less concerned with face-saving in 

conflict resolution. 

Myers (2018) contributions to social psychology, 

particularly in regards to attribution theory and 

social cognition, also offer insights valuable for 

better understanding cross-cultural customer service 

interactions. Myers' work discussing fundamental 

attribution error and cultural differences in how we 

perceive ourselves helps to explain situations in 

which the customer and customer representative 

may have very different perceptions about the 

other's behavior and motives because of the framing 

and categorical differences they are using and the 

resulting misinterpretation of behavior. 

Hofstede (1980, 2001) cultural dimensions theory 

offers an initial framework for helping to understand 

how national cultures shape communication 

behavior in business contexts. Hofstede's 

identification of power distance, individualism 

versus collectivism, masculinity versus femininity, 

uncertainty avoidance, long-term versus short-term 

orientation, and indulgence versus restraint were 

systematic ways of predicting communication 

preferences in culture. Hofstede and Bond (1984) 

also demonstrated that these dimensions of culture 

shape the interactions involved in business practices, 

including service expectations and conflict 

resolution styles. 

2.2. Applied Research in Customer Service 

Communication 

Recent research in customer service communication 

has begun to address and incorporate the notions of 

cultural competency and customer service quality. 

Sharma et al. (2009) demonstrated that a training 

curriculum designed to build cultural sensitivity 

greatly enhanced customer satisfaction metrics in 

multicultural service environments. Their study 

concluded that employees who received instruction 

on intercultural communication were, with practice, 

far better prepared to accommodate their 

communication style to reflect customer cultural 

expectations. 
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Liu and McClure (2001) investigated how power 

distance orientations affect customer expectations of 

service across cultures. Their study found that 

customers in high power distance cultures generally 

expect communication protocols to be more formal 

and hierarchical in nature, while customers from low 

power distance cultures expect a more egalitarian 

communication model. These contextual variables 

present obvious difficulties in the implementation of 

standardized service protocols across cultures. 

Research which specifically focuses on 

communication in e-commerce customer service has 

drawn attention to unique challenges in virtual 

cross-cultural interactions. Park and Kim (2003) 

noted that when videoconferencing technology is 

not utilized in asynchronous and synchronous phone 

and chat customer service communications, 

stakeholders risk exacerbating cultural 

misunderstandings by amplifying the value of verbal 

strategy and written communication protocols in 

relation to successfully fulfilling higher order needs. 

2.3. Research Gap 

While cultural differences are increasingly 

acknowledged as impeding factors in the quality of 

customer service, there are still some knowledge 

gaps when it comes to understanding how existing 

theories of communication apply to cross-cultural 

customer service interactions in practice. Most 

previous research has dealt with either the 

theoretical side of intercultural communication or 

the specific outcomes of customer service, but few 

have considered both aspects. Also, while there is a 

large literature on examining actual customer 

service transcripts, there have been few instances of 

examining transcripts to investigate how face-

negotiation strategies and politeness principles play 

out in actual conflict-resolution situations. 

Current research intends to bridge these gaps by 

providing a detailed examination of how theoretical 

frameworks are operationalized as actual 

communication strategies in cross-cultural e-

commerce customer service contexts. By looking at 

documented customer service interactions in all their 

rich and complex forms from different sources, this 

study will show how successful representatives deal 

with complexities and navigate differences in 

cultural expectations while still providing strong 

customer service. 

3. Methodology 

The study used qualitative content analysis of 

publicly available, English-language customer 

service call transcripts from published studies and 

training material containing documented cross-

cultural service exchanges. This analysis examined 

instances of cross-cultural communication 

challenges and the methods employed by customer 

service agents to resolve conflicts while remaining 

conscientious of preserving face for all parties 

concerned. 

The transcripts selected contained definable 

characteristics of being cross-cultural, including 

explicit cultural cues, differences in communication 

styles, and the resolution strategies that were 

consistent with cultural sensitivity. The analysis 

combined discourse analytic techniques with 

theoretical coding based on politeness theory, 

Gricean maxims, face-negotiation theory, Hofstede's 

cultural dimensions theory, and social psychological 

principles. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Face Construction and Cultural Sensitivity in 

Problem Resolution 

An analysis of customer service exchanges indicates 

that face construction explicitly displays complex 

patterns that reveal the real-world relevance of Ting-

Toomey's face-negotiation theory in commercial 

settings. Representative behavior in effective cross-

cultural customer service interactions reveals that 

the representatives are able to develop strategies to 

protect both the representative's face and the 

customer's face, no matter who is ultimately 

responsible for the issue. 

A valuable example is found in customer service 

interactions that are recorded and include customers 

with collectivistic cultural backgrounds who 

experience service disruptions. When collectivistic 

customers first complain about service delays they 

rely on indirect language patterns and express their 

own concern not limited to the problem at hand, but 

the implications of the issue for their family or 

business relationships. The representative's response 

in successful cases exhibits remarkable awareness of 

face-saving issues by validating the customer's 

identity as a caring family member and honoring 

their concerns without judgment. 
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This response demonstrates a number of important 

theoretical principles in action. First, the 

representative cultivates the customer's positive face 

needs by validating family relationships and the 

customer's identity. The reply does not suggest that 

the customer is overreacting and that the issue is 

trivial, and therefore the representative's reply still 

honors the customer's negative face by not including 

any judgment on their concerns. 

As interactions continue, the collaborative 

construction of face becomes clearer. Instead of 

simply providing the appropriate refund or 

replacement, effective representatives work with 

customers to construct scenarios that allow the 

customer to maintain their standing in their social 

relationships. This resolution illustrates Myers' 

principle of social cognition in action, as the 

representative demonstrates an ability to respond to 

the customer's attribution concerns about how 

family members might consider any gift delays. 

4.2. Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions in Service 

Expectations 

The application of Hofstede's cultural dimensions 

theory provides an important lens for understanding 

customer service expectations across cultures. 

Analysis of the transcripts indicates distinct trends 

reflecting Hofstede's dimensions, especially with 

respect to power distance, individualism-

collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance 

orientations. 

Evidence of power distance differences emerges 

noticeably in customer service interactions. Studies 

have shown examples of situations where customers 

from high power distance cultures converse with 

representatives from low power distance cultures, 

creating initial tensions based upon their 

expectations of formal respect and authority. In these 

examples, customers typically start with phrases 

indicating that they have an issue that needs to be 

elevated to a supervisor. A culturally competent 

response accommodates this power distance 

orientation by using formal language to signal 

authority and seriousness while still providing good 

service. 

Differences in individualism-collectivism also have 

a major impact on service interactions. Documented 

examples illustrate how customers from 

collectivistic cultures handle billing 

misunderstandings or disputes, being sure to build 

context around the relationship first. This approach 

draws on collectivistic values of relationship 

maintenance and group harmony, because the 

customer frames the problem as happening inside 

ongoing business relationships and based on 

community recommendations. A representative who 

understands Hofstede's cultural orientation creates 

responses that are holistic in order to best resolve the 

situation. 

The uncertainty avoidance orientation in different 

cultures brings added challenges for the cross-

cultural customer service field. Customers from high 

uncertainty avoidance cultures typically require 

more explanatory details and guarantees of problem 

resolution processes. Studies have documented 

instances where requests have been made for 

detailed information regarding resolution timelines 

and safeguards. Culturally competent responses 

meet these high uncertainty avoidance needs with 

detailed processes, timelines, guarantees and 

personal accountability measures that help to 

alleviate concerns about the process. 

4.3. Strategic Violations of Gricean Maxims for 

Relationship Maintenance 

The analysis demonstrates that cross-cultural 

customer service managers achieve their successes 

via strategically violating Gricean maxims, 

recognizing that face and cultural sensibilities could 

be threatened by strict application of the maxims. 

This finding maps to what Thomas (1983) explained 

about pragmatic competence requiring choosing and 

judiciously applying the maxims flexibly. 

In documented instances, customers from cultures 

with an indirect emphasis in their communication 

styles exhibit concerns through communication 

largely based on providing background information 

and building a relationship prior to indicating the 

actual problem. While this response flouts Grice's 

maxim of quantity by providing more information 

than is necessary for the purposes of solving the 

problem at hand, the response fulfills important 

face-saving functions that enhance the effectiveness 

of communication and resolution of the problem. 

The crucial point is that a culturally competent 

representative in this situation would recognize this 

as a face-saving strategy that allows the customer to 

make a complaint without feeling confrontational. 
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Yet, it is not uncommon in customer service 

protocols and processes to valorize efficiency and 

attempt to resolve problems directly. These 

sometimes lead to responses that adhere to the 

maxims but may be culturally inferior. While 

responses honoring the maxim of relation (being 

relevant) and manner (being brief) may seem 

efficient, they fail to acknowledge the customer's 

face-saving strategy and risk being dismissive 

towards the relationship-building venture. A 

culturally more competent response would violate 

the quantity maxim by giving more information than 

strictly necessary, thereby acknowledging the 

customer's communication style and relationship-

building efforts. 

4.4. Politeness Principles: Adaptations Across 

Cultural Contexts 

Culturally appropriate politeness strategies outlined 

by Brown and Levinson are enacted very differently 

in various cultural contexts of interpersonal 

interaction in customer service exchanges. 

Representatives who successfully manage cross-

cultural conflicts demonstrate sophisticated 

understanding of how different cultures prioritize 

various politeness strategies. 

For customers from cultures with hierarchical, 

formal relationships, representatives generally use 

negative politeness strategies acknowledging power 

distance and expressing appropriate deference. 

Research has indicated examples of such 

interactions when customers use formal language to 

express displeasure. The representative's use of 

formal apology, personal responsibility, and 

permission requesting illustrates how negative 

politeness strategies serve the customer's cultural 

communication expectations. The request for 

permission particularly recognizes the customer's 

will and right to manage the interaction which is 

especially important for customers from cultures 

with formal relationships. 

In contrast, when working with customers from 

more egalitarian cultures, successful representatives 

usually implement strategies of positive politeness 

stressing solidarity and shared goals. This is positive 

politeness in action where representatives draw upon 

inclusive language, enthusiasm, and solidarity 

markers that fit the customer's more casual, 

egalitarian style of communication. 

4.5. Attribution Theory and Conflict Escalation 

Prevention 

Myers' research on attribution theory also provides 

important information about cultural differences in 

causal attribution, which can escalate or de-escalate 

customer service conflicts between representatives 

and customers. The analysis indicates that 

representatives who are successful in service 

delivery have an understanding of how customers 

from different cultures attribute problems, and they 

adeptly modify their responses maintaining this 

understanding. 

In individualist cultures, customers are more likely 

to make situational attributions for problems and 

anticipate that representatives focus on technical 

solutions in conjunction with service delivery or 

potential solutions. While customers from 

collectivist cultures may focus on relational 

attributions that account for the potential 

consequences of problems for ongoing business 

relationships. 

Customer service research documents accounts of 

situations where customers reporting product failure 

are making both technical and relational attributions, 

expressing their concerns over what appears to be 

beyond the product or service failure. Effective 

representative responses illustrate a sophisticated 

understanding of patterns of cultural attribution by 

addressing both the immediate technical problem 

plus the larger relational concerns, reflecting cultural 

competence as the representative understands how 

the customer is attributing meaning to the service 

failure and recovery process. 

4.6. Collaborative Problem-Solving and Cultural 

Adaptation 

The most effective situations of cross-cultural 

customer service found in various research studies 

demonstrate collaborative problem-solving 

approaches that are cognizant of cultural 

communication needs in a manner that achieves 

effectiveness in problem-solving. This is consistent 

with Ting-Toomey's description of mutual face-

saving and collaborative conflict resolution. 

Effective representatives succeed in being able to 

move between different problem-solving strategies, 

choosing ones that meet cultural expectations of 

customers. 

https://economic-sciences.com/


 Economic Sciences 
https://economic-sciences.com 

ES (2025) 21(6S), 194-206| ISSN:1505-4683  
 

 

22 
 

For customers that are direct, efficient and known 

for obtaining instant resolutions, representatives 

focus on efficient, practical solutions. Customers 

that prefer a relationship-focus and indirect 

communication expect representatives to spend a 

longer time defining the context and sharing the 

solution. Research has noted very effective instances 

of collaborative problem-solving that effectively 

meet customers' cultural dimensions of participation 

in decision-making. Representatives who offer 

multiple options and invite customers to participate 

in selecting the best resolution respect the customer's 

cultural need for collaborative decision-making 

while still enabling timely service. This technique 

avoids imposing a solution and creates space for the 

customer to participate in the problem-solving 

process. For customers from cultures with value 

consensus-building and collaborative relationships, 

this is critical. 

5. Implications for Customer Service Training 

The results of this analysis have important 

implications for customer service training in 

multicultural e-commerce contexts. Typical 

customer service training focuses on the use of 

scripted responses or efficiency metrics; however, 

training for cross-cultural competence requires 

representatives to be trained in more advanced 

communication that incorporates differences in 

cultural expectations and communication style, 

among other things. 

The training modules should include explicit 

teaching of Hofstede's cultural dimensions in 

relation to customer service. This includes teaching 

representatives how to respond when they recognize 

that there are different power distance orientations, 

individualism-collectivism preferences, and 

uncertainty avoidance needs. This knowledge can 

inform the representative's communication style, 

formality, and problem solving approach as it 

pertains to how a customer expects that they ought 

to be treated based on their cultural expectation. 

In addition to this, training should consider 

differences in face-negotiation strategies that will 

help representatives to understand the different ways 

in which cultures construct and maintain face in 

business settings and interactions. This would 

involve recognizing when to display positive 

politeness strategies versus negative politeness 

strategies, and when it would be important to modify 

the way in which they communicate and solve 

problems in order to align more closely with the 

customer's cultural preferences. 

Getting a better grasp on how cultural differences 

lead to various attribution patterns can also help 

practitioners avoid escalating conflicts by ignoring 

customers' cultural lenses for interpreting problems 

and solutions. The training should also incorporate 

discussion of the strategic use of conversational 

maxims. This will help the practitioners think about 

how non-strict adherence to principles of efficiency 

maxims and directness maxims can actually have 

beneficial consequences for successful 

communication with customers who come from 

more relationship-oriented cultures with indirect 

discourse and communicative norms. 

6. Summary and Conclusions 

In examining cross-cultural customer service 

interactions, this case study has uncovered the 

essential role of communicative ability, or 

communicative competence, in resolving conflicts 

across cultural boundaries. Effective use of face-

negotiation strategies, culturally adapted politeness 

principles, and flexibility in interpreting 

conversational maxims allow customer service 

representatives to achieve practical problem 

resolution while fostering an overall positive 

relationship. 

Furthermore, the findings of this research indicate 

that achieving effective cross-cultural customer 

service expands beyond the application of 

standardized approaches in which all customers are 

treated the same. Instead, cross-cultural customer 

service must involve the ability to apply culturally 

responsive communication strategies. Customer 

service representatives who demonstrate an 

understanding of cultural differences regarding face-

saving needs, communication styles, and attribution 

patterns are in a better position to promote both 

customer satisfaction and conflict resolution. 

These findings not only contribute to scholarly 

knowledge on applied intercultural communication, 

but they also contribute to applied knowledge in the 

context of customer service training and 

management. Given the continued global growth of 

e-commerce, the ability to deal with intercultural 

communication challenges will become increasingly 
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important for business success. The study 

demonstrates that theoretical frameworks from 

communication studies, social psychology, and 

cross-cultural research can be effectively applied to 

improve real-world business outcomes. 

There are several limitations to this research. First, 

the study relies on publicly available transcripts 

which may not represent the full range of cross-

cultural service interactions. Second, the analysis 

focuses primarily on English-language interactions, 

which may limit the applicability of findings to non-

English service contexts. Third, the cultural 

backgrounds of customers in the transcripts are 

sometimes inferred rather than explicitly stated, 

which introduces potential for misinterpretation. 

Future research should examine larger data sets of 

customer service transactions and investigate 

whether particular training interventions that target 

better cross-cultural communication competence 

with customer service professionals are effective. 

Comparative studies of cultural differences in 

expectations of customer service across both regions 

of the world and cultural groups would also be useful 

in providing further information to develop more 

targeted training programs. Additionally, 

experimental studies that test specific training 

modules based on these theoretical frameworks 

would help establish causal relationships between 

cultural competence training and service outcomes. 

The combination of communication theory with its 

application in a business environment demonstrated 

in this study provides a model for addressing the gap 

between research and professional practice for the 

sake of more effective and culturally competent 

customer service in our increasingly interconnected 

world. 
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