
How to be exceptional 

Today clients are looking for exceptional customer service to make 
their buying experience (including insurance) a cut above the rest. 
PIA magazine asked insurance consultants their advice on how 
professional, independent insurance agents can help their agency 
stand out. Below are the thoughts of Doug Brown, chairman 

and CEO of Paradigm Associates LLC, Cranford, N.J., and Mishell K. Mag-
nusson, CIC, CISR, CPIA, AAI, FIPC, vice president, KJM Consulting & 
Training Inc., Munnsville, N.Y.

JAYE CZUPRYNA 
PIA’s member information manager

Is good 
customer 
service alien 
to your clients?
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Tell us about yourself.
Brown: Since 1985, many of the largest organizations have sought consulting 
expertise and experience. As a management and sales consultant, I work side-
by-side with an organization’s senior executives and teams of thought leaders 
on issues of strategic importance. Together, we distill strategies and tactics 
necessary to achieve their desired business results and metrics, whether via 
top-line sales growth or bottom-line profitability. Traditionally, leaders who 
relish intellectual stimulation and don’t shy away from being asked tough 
questions will get the greatest benefit from working with me. 

Magnusson: I started in the insurance industry more than 30 years ago when 
I went to an employment agency in Denver, Colo. After I paid a fee to the 
employment agency, it told me of a vacancy in a small independent insurance 
agency, which I accepted. Today, I consider that service-fee money well spent. 
At the agency, I trained with the owner’s daughter, who was one of the most 
compassionate people I have ever met. We remained friends long after I moved 
away. Since then, I’ve worked as an agent and broker in both property/casualty 
and life/health insurance as well as in several different agencies and two insur-
ance companies. I “retired” from the agency side in 2007 and now work as an 
insurance consultant.

Prior to joining the insurance industry, I worked in the medical field as a 
licensed practical nurse—a job that requires customer service on a daily basis. 

What is your philosophy regarding 
customer service?
Brown: In 1960, Harvard Professor Theodore Levitt wrote an article called 
“Marketing Myopia.” To paraphrase, he concluded that the purpose of all 
business is to attract and maintain customers while generating adequate prof-

itability today and improved profit-
ability in the future. That balancing 
act still holds true. 

Organizations that don’t see 
customer loyalty as a point of stra-
tegic differentiation may be looking 
at their business through the lens 
of short-term focus. Knowing and 
communicating the lifetime value 
of a typical customer to the staff 
can provide them a framework for 
maintaining customer relationships, 
rather than looking at them from a 
transactional basis. 

Magnusson: I often ask insur-
ance agency and company staff if 
they offer great service. Most often, 
everyone says, “Yes.” I feel we need 
to offer exceptional customer service. 
If all agencies and companies are 
offering great service, they aren’t 
offering anything to the customer 
that anyone else isn’t. Professionals 
who work in the customer-service 
business notice customer service in 
other businesses. We notice what we 
like and don’t like by the service we 
receive from others. Think of the last 
time you used a business’s customer 
service department. A good experi-
ence strengthened your relationship 
with the business. If the experience 
was bad, you might have taken your 
business elsewhere. You will prob-
ably tell more people about a bad 
experience than you will tell others 
about a good experience. 

When did you 
receive or give 
great customer 
service? 
Brown: The stories that describe 
the differentiators between good 
customer service and spectacular 
customer service tend to surround 
how needs and wants were antici-
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pated and handled. My favorite is a 
Lexus salesperson who would pick 
up my car from my driveway when-
ever it needed preventive mainte-
nance services and dropped it back 
off at the end of the day. Or the 
time my car lease was ending, so 
he interviewed me by phone about 
my needs, selected a car, did the 
paperwork, dropped off my new car 
with the paperwork in my driveway, 
processed the credit-card paperwork, 
and took my car back to the deal-
ership. It saved me hours of wasted 
driving.

Magnusson: I present classes 
for several associations across the 
East Coast and Midwest as well as 
provide agency and company consul-
tations on procedures and policies. I 
had the opportunity to spend time in 
an agency working on time manage-
ment. It turned out that one of the 
customer-service representatives was 
utilizing an old method of follow 
up. She wrote notes on index cards 
and filed them by date to follow up 
on in a little plastic box; and input 
the information into the agency 
management system. She hadn’t 
understood the part of the training 
about marking the items complete 
in the AMS. When I sat down to 
observe her work and asked how she 
followed up on items, she pulled the 
little plastic box over and pulled out 
the index cards for that day. I was 
able to spend quality time with her 
in training on the AMS follow-up 
process. I’ll never forget the look 
on her face when she turned to me 
and said, “I can get rid of my box.” 
I replied, “Yes you can, how do you 
feel about that?” “Oh my gosh,” she 
said. “That will save me all kinds of 
time.” People train at different levels 
and speeds. Being able to provide 
the level and time each person needs 
makes a big difference. This works 
the same with all of our customers. 

How has customer service evolved? 
Brown: It seems we have gone from highly personalized, limited services 
delivered live and in person to walk-in insureds on a local basis during busi-
ness hours, to an expanded number of offerings delivered via phone and fax, 
to the paring back of live local service due to the building of 24-hour service 
centers, to more automated phone and fax services, to more 24/7 web-based, 
self-service communications and portals with human contact made by excep-
tion versus the norm. 

Magnusson: In my opinion, gone are the days when the majority of your 
customers come into your office (yet we still have those who do). We need to 
be flexible enough to handle those who do come into the office; those who 
want to talk to us on the phone; as well as those who want to email, text or 
chat with us on the Internet. All of these customers should receive the same 
type of service—the mode of delivery is just different. No special services 
should be extended to a single customer or any particular group of customers. 
Quality service should be given equally and consistently for everyone.

How can agents hone their skills? 
Brown: We recommend you take ownership of the entire customer experi-
ence and have a process in place for service recovery, if needed. For example, 
I had a car, still under factory warranty, which broke down about 25 miles 
from my home. While it was being loaded onto a flat-bed truck to go back to 
my dealer, the towing company damaged another part of the car. The dealer 
was willing to fix the damage, but the towing company wanted the damage it 
caused to be handled by its own insurance carrier. The company had a local 
agent connected to an insurance company in Arizona. The problem was that 
the local agent did not have the necessary claim number or phone number for 
the insurance company agent handling the claim in Arizona. Therefore, the 
dealer, who was willing and able to fix the car, didn’t have the information it 
needed to work with the towing company. As a result, repairs that could have 
been completed in 48 hours took almost six weeks. The problem was that no 
one owned my entire customer experience—each company only owned a piece 
of it.

Magnusson: Each time we deal with a customer, we should put ourselves in 
his or her shoes. How would we like to be treated? If there is a problem or the 
customer seems unhappy, the first rule of thumb is to apologize. While you 
may not have done anything wrong, the customer needs empathy. By apolo-
gizing, we let the customer know we understand and are there to help. The 
insured may tell you what he or she thinks should be done, and in some cases, 
you can honor this request. At other times, you may have to come up with a 
different solution. Your agency has procedures on what it will and will not do 
to solve a customer’s problem. Keeping the customer happy is your primary 
concern, but it does not mean giving away the agency’s profits or violating 
the insurance company’s underwriting policy or a state regulation. As Donald 
Porter of British Airways said, “Clients don’t expect you to be perfect. They do 
expect you to fix things when they go wrong.”
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Are there different approaches for 
new agents vs. industry veterans? 
Magnusson: In order to be a CSR in today’s insurance field, you must have 
product knowledge and the ability to process, as well as the skill to deliver 
what is perceived as exceptional customer service. Each individual with whom 
we work is different from the others, as we are different from each other. We 
think and reason differently and have different personality styles. Our ability 
to recognize and deal with differences will help us all to be successful, no 
matter if we’ve been in the industry for many years or are just starting out in 
the industry.

What challenges do agencies face 
that affect customer service?
Brown: Those who study customer service have broken it down into subsets. 
Whether you refer to it as “end-to-end customer experience;” “points of connec-
tion;” “moments of truth;” or “touch points,” the customer journey comprises 
the following elements: 1. The investigation experience. Are you easy to find 
or discover?; 2. The buying experience. Do you excel in providing friendly, 
streamlined service; 3. The paying experience. Do you offer quick, painless 
ways to purchase?; 4. The use experience. Do you provide clear information 
about how to get the best results from your policies and service for insureds?; 
and 5. The support experience. Are customers or clients delighted with you 
even when you have had to recover from some error or oversight?

Magnusson: If we are to become effective when working with our customers 
(this includes our insureds, our co-workers and other organizations’ staff), 
we need to understand that our personality influences how we relate to one 
another as well as our actions and reactions. There is no good/bad or right/
wrong personality, it’s a recognition of the differences. To build strong rela-
tionships, it is good to identify ourselves, this will lead us to being successful 
when dealing with others. The old saying, “the customer is never wrong” 
doesn’t mean the customer isn’t wrong. It means we need to do everything in 
our power to make the customer feel important and understood and provide 
him or her with the best service we can. 

Anything else?
Brown: Do you want to fix the toaster or keep scraping the burnt part off 
the toast? It seems like a simple question, but hear me out. If we believe the 
premise that we get what we accept, the notion that we would continue to 
accept an unacceptable outcome rather than addressing the core problem is 
almost laughable. 

Cost containment has become the mantra for years for almost everyone. But, 
think about when nonproductive behavior has crept in as people battle the 
problems caused by the way you’re doing business now. Where is your staff 
falling further behind in serving customers or completing their work because 
staff was reduced without corresponding process improvements being put 
in place to compensate? Where are you asking people to “roll bowling balls 
uphill” every day just to get things done? Are you stopping to wonder why 

people are burning out and don’t 
seem as committed as they once 
were?

Magnusson: A few years ago, at 
a family picnic, my uncle told me 
he had changed insurance compa-
nies. I was sure he meant agencies, 
so we had that conversation first. 
Sure enough, he meant agencies. 
I asked why and he told me one of 
the worst things we hear: “I had a 
claim that wasn’t paid.” I proceeded 
to ask about the claim to see why it 
wasn’t covered. Turns out, it would 
have been covered, yet the loss was 
under his deductible. Unfortunately, 
when I asked him what his deduct-
ible was, his answer was, “What does 
it matter?” I was concerned for the 
CSR who took his phone call. Your 
errors-and-omissions carrier tells you 
to never confirm or deny coverage—
I agree. But, you do want to remind 
your insureds of their deductible 
on their policy. We are in a market 
that is increasing deductibles all 
of the time. At claim time, don’t 
expect your insured to remember the 
deductible amount. Gently remind 
him or her of it. I wish my uncle’s 
agent had said, “Mr. Smith, that 
sounds like a covered cause of loss 
yet, only the insurance company 
can make that determination. As a 
reminder, you have a $500 deduct-
ible and only losses exceeding that 
amount will be paid.” He knew 
exactly how much the loss was—he 
replaced the item for $98. 
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