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By the Internal Communications team

We spoke with Nancy Friedman, the creator of The 
Telephone Doctor customer service training, about 
how communication is the backbone of the service 
industry. Her experience of firing her old insurance 
provider over the phone has enlightened thousands 
of people to the importance of great customer 
service, and we’re glad to share her story with you!

Q1: One of the stories you often tell is about 
firing an insurance company, which was 
the start of your career in customer service 
training. What were your reasons? How did 
their customer service make you feel?

( I was working with my husband at his advertising 

business, and handling the customer service side of it. 

One day he asked me to call Mike, our contact at our 

insurance company, with a question. After calling the 

insurance company and identifying myself, all I got were 

things like “I don’t know” or “I can’t tell you.” It seemed to 

be a lot of “we can’t,” “we won’t,” “we shouldn’t” or “we 

don’t!” Afterwards, I called Mike directly at his home and 

said, “Mike, just cancel my policies.” (We had plenty listed 

with him.) He said, “Oh my gosh, what happened?” I told 

him, “Your people stink. They’re rude, they’re unpleasant, 

they’re unhelpful, and I don’t need to deal with that.”

He said, “You’re right—why don’t you come over and 

show my guys what you guys do.” And I did. I went over, 

had a cup of coffee and some donuts, and spent about 15 

minutes saying, “Say ‘please’, say ‘thank you’, say ‘I’ll try’, 

say anything!” They were writing it down like it was the 

first time they’d ever heard it. So I came home and told my 

husband my disbelief over that, to which he replied: “Well, 

nobody’s ever shown them.” And that’s how it all started.  

It mushroomed up from there.

Q2: In what way does communication play 
a role in better customer service? 

( That’s a no-brainer. You can tell somebody to go  

you-know-where, but if you use the right tone they’ll  

say, “Oh, I’d be happy to.” 

Tone makes up an enormous part of verbal communication. 

As a matter of fact, my husband, who does work with 

me on the Telephone Doctor business, came up with a 

word called “tone-of-face.” In other words, your face 

and its expressions have a tone to them just like your 

voice does. The reason I say that is because we went 

up to a kiosk once and asked the lady something, and 

she gave us the most screwed-up facial look I have ever 

seen. You know, the kind that says: “I don’t understand 

a word you’re saying.” He said that was a “tone-of-face.” 

She didn’t need to say anything—her face said it all. So 

whether you’re face-to-face or on the telephone, tone-of-

face is important—a smile is important. Communication 

is the only way we can work with customer service. 

One of the things that’s important to learn is the 

idea of six touch points of communication, because 

it’s not just on the telephone and it’s not just face-

to-face. Your six touch points are: email, voicemail, 

snail mail, phone, fax, and face-to-face. Those are the 

six ways you can communicate with a customer.

Q3: In our industry, our frontline employees  
often interact with our customers over the  
phone or over email. Should their approach  
be different from a face-to-face experience?  
Is there anything they should keep in mind? 

( It doesn’t matter what channel of communication 

you’re using. If you’re using email there are definite  

guidelines; not necessarily rules. 

The Doctor will  
see you now

In fact, we have a list called the “Top 5 Email Frustrations.” 

One of them is the wrong subject line. You know when 

you change your mind about a topic and you’re still 

conversing? Nobody thinks to change the subject line. 

Also, poor spelling and grammar are right up there tied in 

ranking with wrong subject line. It’s very, very frustrating. 

Another difficulty in email is messages that are too long 

and that aren’t bulleted. Some people try to write the 

sequel to Gone with the Wind—they just keep talking and 

talking and talking. They don’t make paragraphs, and they 

don’t use bullets. 

Those are the top three. There’s also forwarding to the 

wrong group and replying to all when it’s not necessary.  

So the approach shouldn’t be different from face-to-face, 

but you do need to keep several things in mind.

Q4: What about employees who aren’t 
connected to the customer directly—can they 
really have an impact on customer service? 

( Yes! We know that to be a fact because there 

is always a connection—even if you’re in shipping 

and handling and never see a customer, if you put 

the wrong item in the wrong box, you’ve touched 

them indirectly. Just because you don’t speak to the 

customer directly doesn’t mean you’re disconnected 

and can’t have an impact on customer service. 

The sad thing is that many people may not realize 

it because sometimes they’re so contained in their 

own department. It could be accounting, it could be 

payroll, it could be IT—anyplace where employees 

don’t really talk directly to the customer—but where 

they do talk to the people in the company who talk 

to the customer. So yes, they can have an impact.

Q5: If you could have just one take-away for 
our employees, what would be your ultimate  
customer service tip?

( The one that my husband and I like to say is, “Be 

friendly even before you know who it is.” Once you cover 

that, everything else goes smoothly. In other words, some 

people might answer the phone grumpily until they hear 

it’s a customer. Then they back-pedal: “Oh! Oh, hi! Well,  

I’m sorry I started in such a bad mood I thought it was…” 

Well, why not be friendly before you know who it is? 

Q6: Ok, we just want to know—what was Oprah  
like in person?!

( It was quite an experience! I had pitched many, many 

years ago to be on Oprah, and they turned me down. 

A producer called me a few years later and said, “We save 

all the stuff and we’re doing a show on Crisis Training.” I 

said to the woman, “You know I would kill to be on Oprah, 

but this is an area for a psychiatrist, Dr. Phil or something, 

not for Nancy Friedman the Telephone Doctor. I’ve got 

three ways of dealing with a crisis and then I’m done 

talking about it.” So she said, “I appreciate your honesty.”  

I said, “But keep me in mind!” 

Not even a few months later I get a call saying, “We’re doing 

something on voicemail and we’d like to have you come on.” 

So by being nice and friendly even about something that I 

couldn’t help them with, I got the business. 

Once you’re there you don’t get to see Oprah until you 

step on the stage. Once that happened, she was warm  

and friendly. The nice thing is that afterwards she 

came up to me and said, “I love what you did  

and certainly I’d love to have you back.” 

Learn how to  
deliver the “Wow”  
with Nancy! 

Check out The Service 

Mentality and other 

Telephone Doctor courses 

on LearningLink. Go to 

Customer Service Catalogue 

> Service Skills by Telephone 

Doctor Subject > The Service 

Mentality Course.

Top 5 Email Frustrations

1. Wrong subject line

2. Poor spelling and grammar

3. Messages are too long and not bulleted

4. Forwarding to the wrong group

5. Replying to all unnecessarily
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