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Featurestory

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 series of articles is 
reprinted, with permission from Claims 
Magazine. 

Very often, insurance companies are 
divided into two groups. There is the 
claim department, and then there is 
everybody who is not in claims. In any 
insurance company, claim operations 
tend to be islands unto themselves. 
While this may not be right, claims is a 
completely different world than the rest 
of the company. For that reason, claim 
operations need customer service state-
ments.
	
A customer service statement is not 
a mission statement. It does not spell 
out a goal to be achieved. A customer 
service statement is a philosophy of 
sorts, a guiding principle, that tells 
anyone who wants to know how we, as 
claim people, would like to do our jobs.
	
The question is how well do we actually 
understand that accidents can be 
upsetting and unwelcome circum-
stances for our customers? Most claim 
adjusters will say that they certainly 
understand this to be true. When moni-
toring phone calls, however, I hear little 
evidence of this understanding.
	
I do hear claim adjusters tell customers 
that they must sign forms or they 
will not get paid. I hear adjusters tell 
customers that they must give recorded 
statements before anything can be 
done. Rarely, however, do I hear claim 
adjusters demonstrate that they under-
stand that the customers have been 
through upsetting situations.
	
If we understand that accidents can 
be upsetting and unwelcome circum-
stances for our customers, who is telling 

the customers that we understand? Is 
anyone? The awesome adjuster is.
	
Do you remember the column on inter-
personal skills and the woman who 
refused to cooperate because she felt 
like a victim? When our only response 
is to tell her what will happen to her if 
she does not cooperate with us, it does 
not sound too much as if we understand 
that this is a difficult process for her.
	
How about that second statement about 
our customers being our partners? As 
we learned before, we have a tool called 
the hammer that we tend to bring out 
quite a bit. The best way of treating 
customers as partners is to let them 
know that we will do our best to help 
them whenever we can, and to point out 
how we will help them if they cooperate, 
rather than telling them what we will do 
to them if they do not.

Customer Service Standards
	
The area of claims contains five 
customer service standards. Awesome 
adjusters know them and practice them.
	
1 Explanation of the Process Our 
customers are entitled to know what 
is going to happen to them. They are 
entitled to know what steps we are going 
to take and an estimated time frame for 
those steps. Most of us do a pretty good 
job explaining to people will happen to 
them; unfortunately, we explain it in a 
way that sounds as if they will be run 
over by a steamroller. We tell them what 
they are going to have to do, when they 
are going to have to do it, and what will 
happen to them if they do not.
	 Excellent customer service 
entails explaining the process in a way 
that makes the customer feel that we 
are on their side, or that we are going 
to try to help them. This is true even of 
claimants who are completely at fault. 
We still can treat them with respect 
and be knowledgeable and fair-minded 

about the claim process.
	
2 Empathy There is that word again. 
Although it is thrown around a lot in 
claim discussions, I rarely hear anybody 
demonstrating any empathy.

One day, I was listening to a loss report 
taker handle a call from a woman who 
was very upset. She already had called 
to report part of the loss information 
to another loss report taker, but had to 
leave for some reason. When she called 
to complete reporting the loss, she was 
frustrated that the new person did not 
have all the information.

The second loss report taker began by 
asking, “Madam, do you know where 
your car is?” 

“Yes, of course I know where my car is,” 
the woman responded. “It’s sitting out 
in front of my yard. It’s smashed. It’s 
wrecked. I can’t even drive it.”

The loss report taker tried to calm her 
down by saying, “Ok, madam, that’s fine, 
that’s fine, are you injured?”

“Of course I’m injured. I have a cut 
running down my arm, for crying out 
loud. I already told the other person this. 
What’s wrong with you?”

“Ok, madam, that’s fine. Now, where can 
we take a look at you car?”

This went on for about five minutes 
when, finally, the report taker said, “Ok, 
madam, we’ll try to get someone out 
there as soon as we can.” The report 
taker hung up the phone, turned to me, 
and asked, “What was her problem?”

As soon as she asked this question, I 
realized that empathy was not part of 
her philosophy. What was this lady’s 
problem? She had been involved in an 
auto accident. She was scared out her 
mind.

Empathizing with customers



www.InsuranceInstitute.com	 17

Featurestory

Claims Education Magazine is published quarterly for International Insurance Institute by Claims Magazine, a National 
Underwriter publication, 5081 Olympic Blvd., Erlanger, KY 41018. Neither, International Insurance Institute or The National 
Underwriter Company (collectively “Publishers”), accept any responsibility for unsolicited matter appearing in the magazine. 
All statements, including proof of claims are those of the person or organization making the statements for claim. Neither, 
Publishers, adopts any such statement or claims as their own and no such statements or claims reflect the opinion of either 
company. Neither, Publishers, shall be responsible for such statements or any damage loss, injury, liability or claims (including 
attorneys’ fees) arising in connection with such statements. Advertiser and advertising agency accept and assume liability for 
all content (including, representations, illustrations, opinions, and facts) of advertisements printed, and assume all responsibil-
ity for any claims made against Publishers arising from or related to such advertisements. In the event of legal action or a claim 
is made against the Publishers arising from or related to such advertisements, advertiser and advertising agency agree to fully 
defend, indemnify and hold harmless the Publishers, and to pay any judgment, expenses and legal fees incurred by Publishers 
as a result of said legal action or claim.  

Claims Education Magazine™ is  
solely owned by:  

International Insurance Institute, Inc. 
2112 Belle Chasse Hwy. #11-319, 
Gretna, LA 70056 
(888) 414-8811
 

Carl Van
Owner, President & CEO
CarlVan@InsuranceInstitute.com

LeiAnn Dunford 
Executive Vice President 
leianndunford@insuranceinstitute.com

Dave Vanderpan
Director of Claims Training
DVanderpan@InsuranceInstitute.com 

Co-Publishers
Carl Van
President & CEO
CarlVan@InsuranceInstitute.com

Harry Rosenthal
Publisher Claims Magazine
HRosenthal@nuco.com

Editorial
Senior Editor  
Krystle Grogan
KGrogan@InsuranceInstitute.com 

Kevin M. Quinley, CPCU, ARM
KQuinley@medmarc.com

Assistant Editor 
Layne Stackhouse
LStackhouse@InsuranceInstitute.com	

Art Director 
Jason T. Williams 

Advertising Sales
Harry Rosenthal
Claims Magazine 
Publisher
800-544-0622, ext. 2129
hrosenthal@nuco.com

Bryan Pifer
Claims Magazine
Advertising Sales Manager
800-544-0622, ext. 2308
bpifer@nuco.com

Most of us in claims will state that a big 
part of our jobs is to provide empathy. 
Whenever I ask a group of claim people 
to tell me when they offer empathy, I 
usually get responses such as, “When 
there’s blood,” or, “When there’s a serious 
injury,” or “When there’s a total loss,” or 
“When there’s a fatality.”

We tend to empathize with people 
when, if we were to put ourselves in 
their places, we would be rattled. If it 
would shake us up a bit to be going 
through what they are going through, 
that is the point at which we start 
to empathize. What happens to that 
criteria the longer adjusters are in 
claims? That’s right. They start to 
become desensitized.

Even a claimant reporting a scratched 
fender can feel upset or scared. This is 
still someone who has to pay $500 that, 
perhaps, he does not have this month. 
He has to figure out how he will get 
his children to the day care center for 
three days without his car. This still can 
be a traumatic and unfamiliar event. 
As claim people, we have to remember 
that all customers have the potential for 
being upset, regardless of the size of the 
claim.
	
3 Fulfilling Promises Most claim 
people are truly outstanding at fulfill-
ing promises, when they know that 
they have made them. Problems arise 
when we make promises that we do not 
realize. We might say something like, 
“Ok, Mr. Jones, I’ll call you back when we 
get the estimate.” What we do not realize 
is that we actually have made a kind of 
promise to this person. This person has 
an expectation of when we will call him 
and, when we do not call in two days, he 
calls us, thinking that we have broken 
our promise.

The key is to make sure that we under-
stand when we are making promises. 
That means being specific about when 
we are going to call. Perhaps we could 
have said, “Mr. Jones, I’ll call you when 
the estimate comes in. It should take 
about three days. Since today’s Monday, 
I should definitely call you by Friday.”
	

4 Meeting or Exceeding Expectations 
The main characteristic of outstanding 
customer service is understanding what 
defines customer service. Customer 
service is meeting or exceeding 
customers’ expectations. There’s an 
additional point to this expectation, 
however.

Let’s say that I supervise an adjuster 
named John. One day, I walk up to 
John and say, “John, you’re going to be 
getting a call in a little bit. It’s going to 
be the most important call you will ever 
receive. In fact, in your entire career at 
this company, you will never receive a 
call from a more important customer 
than this person. So, heads up.”

In a few minutes, John gets a call. Are 
you going to see a change in John? Is 
he going to do something differently 
than he did before? Yes, he will. John 
might pay a little bit more attention. 
If the person expresses frustration or 
anger, he might actually apologize and 
show empathy. Would John make a 
phone call, even if it were not his job, if 

it would help the claim process go more 
smoothly? Of course he would. In fact, 
John will make a lot of decisions in light 
of who he thinks this customer is.

Here is my point: anything that John 
changes, because he thinks that he 
knows who is calling, highlights an 
opportunity for improvement. It shows 
that we could change if we wanted to, 
we just do not want to. The reason we 
do not want to is because we believe 
that it would take too much time. The 
truth is, however, that most things that 
we would change, if we thought that 
we would be dealing with the most 
important customer ever, actually would 
save us time.

The idea is not to run around treating 
every single customer as if he were the 
most important customer. The idea is 
that, if we would be willing to change 
some things for the most important 
customer we ever had, and those things 
would make our jobs easier, why not do 
it for all of our customers? The awesome 
adjuster does.


