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Featurestory

Desire for Excellence
By Carl Van

In this eight-part series, Carl Van shares 
his thoughts on the characteristics of the 
awesome adjuster. The series is to serve as 
a sort of road map for those interested in 
knowing what it takes to be among the top 
in their field. This article is reprinted with 
permission by Claims Magazine.

Of all the characteristics that I have 
mentioned so far is this series, this is 
the most easily attained, and the most 
often ignored for claim adjusters. Do not 
confuse the desire for excellence with 
being a perfectionist. People who simply 
cannot live unless everything is abso-
lutely perfect can get frustrated in the 
claim world.

Awesome adjusters do not want every-
thing to be perfect, but they do feel that 
doing a great job is more pleasing than 
doing a mediocre job. To be produc-
tive and valuable, one must see one’s 

responsibilities, whatever they are, as 
important and worth doing well.

When I was hired by my first insurance 
company, I was not put immediately 
into a claim position. I was placed in 
the file room and asked to help make 
photocopies for the adjusters. Keep 
in mind, back when I first started in 

the insurance business in 1980, 
photocopy machines were simple 
but slow.

Three of us in the file room would 
make photocopies for all of the 
adjusters. That is all that we did, 
and we worked in shifts. When I 
first met the other two, I thought 
that there must have been a 
mistake. How could someone as 
intelligent as I was possibly be 
working with these two people? 
The first guy had a metal plate in 
his head or something. The other 
guy could barely read English, and 
had this weird lopsided smile that 
made me want to turn my head 
while talking to him.

After a few days, I decided that I 
had had enough, and I went to 
my supervisor and told him that 
I wanted to be promoted into 
the unit that takes loss reports. He noted 
my desire and asked me to go back to 
work. Knowing that my future included 
much bigger things than making pho-
tocopies, I did not take my work too 
seriously. After all, this was just photo-
copying. Any idiot could do it.

When adjusters would come to me with 
their files and ask when their copies 
would be done, I would roll my eyes and 
say, “It will be done when it’s done.” The 
other two guys would get all bent out 
of shape and go into a panic if they cut 
off something from the photocopy that 
they were making. If something were a 
little bit twisted on the page, they would 
stand there and figure out how to bend 
the paper just right to make sure that 
every single piece was photocopied. It 
seemed ridiculous to me. This was just 
photocopying, for crying out loud.

When adjusters would approach these 
Bozos and ask when their files would be 

done, these dopes would give them an 
exact time and swear that it would be 
done by then. Sure enough, they worked 
like maniacs to get it done on time. It 
made me feel sorry for them. They had 
such little minds and such little imagi-
nations; this probably was the most 
important thing that they were ever 
going to be asked to do in their lives.

After what seemed to be an eternity, 
about four weeks, I went to my supervi-
sor and pleaded, “I can’t take it in there 
anymore. This is just photocopying, and 
it is really mindless. It takes no intel-
ligence to do my job. It takes no skill, 
no initiative, and no integrity. A moron 
could do this job.”

As I was saying this, I decided that 
I would be gracious and accept my 
supervisor’s apology, which was surely 
to come swiftly. I would accept an 
immediate move to the loss report unit. 
Perhaps he might take me to lunch to 
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further extend his apology for leaving 
such a skilled and talented individual 
wallowing in menial work for so long. 
A raise would not have been out of line, 
but I did not want to be too greedy.

My supervisor had a slightly different 
response than the one I was expecting. 
“You’re right,” he said. “That job does not 
take any skill. It takes no intelligence 
whatsoever. Almost any idiot can do that 
job, and you are not even the best one.”

Those verbal bricks hit hard. What was 
going on here? Was I to be judged on 
the work that I was doing, and not how 
brilliant I am? Was I to be judged on 
results? How unfair.

It had never dawned on me that people 
saw me by the work that I did. I judged 
myself by what I was capable of, but 
others were judging me by what I did. 
I am very, very fortunate that I learned 
this lesson when I first started in this 
industry.

I have known many people like this. 
People just like me who did not have 
someone to straighten them out as I 
had. People who looked at their jobs of 
being claim adjusters as less than the 
most important thing in the world. I 
have seen people go through their whole 
careers without understanding how 
crucial it is to want to do an outstanding 
job, regardless of what it is, at all times, 
because people see you for what you do.

Scott, the No-Jerk

As a young claim adjuster with a year’s 
worth of experience in auto property 
damage, I was asked to help out in 
the subrogation department for a few 
months. One day while talking to my 
supervisor, complaining that I needed 
someone else to help pull the weight, 
I was told that I did not need to worry 
about it anymore; a trainee had been 
hired.

I was elated. “Oh thank God,” I said, 
“Please tell me you did not hire some 
jerk. What’s his name?”

My supervisor responded, “Scott Jerk.”

“Jerk? The guy’s name is Jerk?”

It turns out that his name was not Jerk, 
but Jurek. Scott Jurek knew absolutely 
nothing about insurance; as a matter of 
fact he spent most of his time at lunch 
and break talking about music. He was a 
quick learner and never seemed to mind 
when asked to do certain things, even 
when I could not explain why we were 
doing them.

I proofread everyone else’s arbitration 
forms before giving 
them to our super-
visor to check. To 
complete these 
forms did not take 
a lot of brains. It 
did not even take 
much skill. Anyone 
in the subrogation 
department could 
fill out these forms 
completely with no 
errors, if they simply 
paid attention. That 
is why our supervi-
sor would always 
ask if we had double 
checked them. Most 
of us would say yes, even if we had not.

The supervisor then would ask, “Carl, 
did Linda double check her work to be 
sure that she had completed the subro-
gation forms properly?”

“Well, she said that she did,” I would 
respond. My supervisor then would 
review them, pass on anything that 
looked correct, and hand back anything 
that might have had errors.

When it came to mine, he would ask, 
“Did you double check to make sure that 
you filled out everything correctly?”

“You betcha,” I would say, whether I 
had or not. Although I had high rate 
of correct completions, every once in 
a while, he would find one with errors. 
On those occasions, he would hand the 
form back to me and say, “Are you sure 
you double checked everything?” He 
knew full well that I had not, or I would 

have caught the error.

One day, something extraordinary 
happened. I gave the stack of arbitration 
forms to my supervisor, and when he got 
to Scott’s, he asked whether Scott had 
double checked his work. My response 
was “He said he did.”

At that point, my supervisor invoked 
what I now call the Scott Reality. He 
took the stack of Scott’s arbitration 
forms and simply put them in the pile 
as approved, without bothering to look 

at them. I asked, 
“Why is it that you 
are checking all of 
the other adjuster’s 
arbitration forms, 
and even my arbitra-
tion forms, and you 
are not checking 
Scott’s?”

He looked at me and 
said, “If Scott says 
he double checked 
them, then that 
means he did double 
check them.”

I was absolutely 
floored. How was it that Scott, after just 
a few weeks in the department, was 
already doing work at such a level that 
my supervisor had decided he did not 
even need to bother to check?

I spent the next few weeks keeping 
an eye on this Jurek character, trying 
to figure out what his game was. 
Sure enough, I found his little trick. 
When Scott said he that he had done 
something, he really had. If the supervi-
sor said to use black ink instead of blue, 
Scott used black ink. If Scott were asked 
to proof read all the letters before they 
were sent out, he proofed them. If Scott 
were asked to make a second copy of 
contentions and staple them upside 
down in the file folder, that is what he 
did.

The reality was that Scott liked doing a 
good job. Not only did he enjoy doing 
an excellent job, he liked the fact that 
people could trust him when he said 
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that he was going to get something 
done.

Raising Expectations

Most of the time, the desire to do an 
outstanding job comes from personal 
values instilled at an early age but, 
sometimes, it can be developed. To learn 
the desire for excellence, one must be 
exposed to the rewards. This is man-
agement’s greatest failing: attempting 
to train employees to desire excellence 
without showing potential rewards. 
How does anyone know that they want 
something until they have tried it or 
seen it?

Scott already had the desire for excel-
lence when he became an adjuster. He 
knew that meant that even the boring 
things have to get done; such as making 
sure that forms are complete, getting 
statements when needed, document-
ing files, attaching photos in the right 
places, and using the right color ink. 
Why? Because Scott knew that no one 

could see his hard work if their attention 
were to be distracted by the little things.

The desire for excellence does not 
impede the ability to accept feedback 
and constructive criticism. Pride in 
one’s work is an essential element in the 
desire for excellence, but it cannot stand 
in the way of accepting that improve-
ment is possible and should be sought.

In a very short period of time, Scott’s 

recoveries far exceeded mine. While I 
was wasting time redoing work, because 
I had not been thorough enough in the 
first place, Scott was moving on to other 
files.

Scott Jurek now is a senior claim 
executive for a regional insurance 
company. He has been put in charge of 
claim operations in several states and 
serves on the claim leadership team. 
Once upon a time, he was a subroga-
tion adjuster trainee, who liked big 
band music, who worked in a small 
office in Los Angeles, at a desk next 
to mine. I was fortunate to have been 
a friend of his, because his success 
was inevitable and I had the privilege 
to have him rub off on me. The Scott 
Reality, the desire for excellence at all 
times, is a hallmark of the awesome 
adjuster.

Carl Van is president and CEO of 
International Insurance Institute and dean 
of the School of Claims Performance. He can 
be reached at www.insuranceinstitute.com.
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“Improving Results 
                       Through Learning”

SITE is dedicated to providing trainers and educators performance improvement 
opportunities through programs, networking, and services.

Society of Insurance Trainers and Educators
2120 Market Street, Suite 108

San Francisco, CA 94114
415-621-2830

www.insurancetrainers.org

Site offers members the following services:
J	 SITE Membership Directory & Resource Network —  

Online, the database is searchable by 60 areas of training expertise.

J	 InSite — A bi-monthly newsletter

J	 The Journal — An annual compendium of articles related to insurance training and education.

J	 Insurance Designations Handbook — A compilation of more than 100 designations  
along with sponsoring organizations and necessary qualifications/requirements.

J	 Train the Trainer — A certification program for insurance training professionals.  
The program is offered in various locations throughout the year.

J	 Insurance Training Professional — A designation program designed to recognize  
the professionalism of insurance trainers.

J	 Annual Conference — The premiere educational event for insurance trainers and  
educators provides members the chance to exchange ideas with top trainers in the  
field and access to an exhibit hall of training content, programs and solutions.

J	 Regional Meetings — Regional chapters offer local and virtual meetings providing  
a forum for presentations and discussions on insurance training and education.




