
 

The Unfortunate Customer 
Serve People Like a Pro 

“Dealing with people is probably the biggest problem you face, 
 especially if you are in business.” 

                                                                                   -Dale Carnegie 

A Series of Unfortunate Interactions 
When did someone train hapless receptionists and customer “dis-service” representatives to 
begin every sentence with, “Unfortunately…?”  How does “fortune” (or lack of it) factor into 
providing basic or promised service?  
 
“Unfortunately, Sir/Ma’am, we don’t offer that product, even though our website says we do.” 
 
Am I “fortunate” when a representative CAN do something for my benefit?  Should I feel lucky 
that someone is doing their job?  
 
I was scheduled to have an important surgery.  The procedure was scheduled two months prior and 
insurance information was exchanged, phone numbers, addresses, surgery time and location. 12 
days before the scheduled procedure, I received a phone call from the scheduling nurse.  She first 
asked if I received her voicemail one week ago.  “No, I did not.” I replied.  “You must not have 
turned your phone on,” was the curt response (if you read that with a reprimanding tone, you are 
on target for her attitude).   
 
My wife tells everyone that I have my phone with me always, and on… even at night. When you 
have clients across many time zones and have grown children who have nighttime crises, you keep 
the phone working and near at all times. 
 
Next, the caller said, “Unfortunately, I am calling to tell you that your insurance denied the surgery. 
The doctor doesn’t work with the hospital system that your insurance covers.”  Wait, this 
information has been known for almost two months. 
 
I asked, “Why are you telling me this now within days of the operation?”  
“Well, as I said on the voice message last week that you claim you never received, unfortunately, 



we are cancelling the surgery. Unfortunately, you will have to find another surgeon yourself.” 
“On my own? Can’t you recommend someone who works with my insurance?  You’re my doctor’s 
office. You diagnosed the condition. You scheduled the surgery in early November. It’s January 
2. The surgery is next week!” 
 
“Unfortunately, Sir (in that reprimanding tone again), that is not our responsibility.” 
 
I don’t know who hung up on who.  It took two weeks and many calls to doctors, but I secured 
another surgeon who was happy to make the appointment and help me. His office contacted the 
first doctor, and was told that it was NOT my responsibility to locate another doctor! They don’t 
know why the scheduler told me this. 

 
I have said for years that the health care crises we face in the US (and Canada for that matter) 

aren’t just coverage and cost; it is difficult and disrespectful front office staff. 
 
I don’t get along very well with anyone who makes it my misfortune to be subjected to their lack 
of respect. Do you? 
 
“Unfortunately” has become the go-to excuse for unmet, or poor service.  

• Unfortunately, the service technician ran late today (and we didn’t call to tell you not to 
leave work… when we knew the situation this morning).   

• Unfortunately, your pre-paid hotel room is unavailable (we gave it to another guest 
earlier today). 

• Unfortunately, our policy (which supercedes serving our customers) prohibits us from 
assisting you further. 

• Unfortunately, there were requirements (that we should have alerted you to fulfill before 
you drove 35 miles) for your scheduled appointment. 

 
Bottom line: Unfortunately, this is your problem; not ours. 
 
I understand the difficulty with insurance coverage. I do not understand the tone and attitude given 
from people who deal with this every day to patients and customers who just want help.   
 
How about saying, “I am sorry?”  Simply being told, “I am so sorry about this unfortunate 
circumstance.” (Notice that “unfortunate” does not put down the patient.) “We have encountered 
a problem with your insurance.  How may I assist you with this issue?” Being treated with empathy 
by the doctor’s office in the conversation above would have made a world of difference… and 
shortened this article.  However, it has become a joke in conversations I have. 
 
A medical staff employee told a group in a strategic planning retreat that she had visited her own 
practice’s clinic. She sat in the examination room for over 40 minutes, hearing the staff disparage 
patients, the doctors and the practice. Everyone at the retreat was shocked. 
 
 
 
 



“Actually,” It’s Worse 
Have you noticed that people aren’t “actually” in their offices when you call?  “Actually, Mrs. 
Smith is not in her office right now.”  It makes me wonder if Mrs. Smith is “virtually” in her office 
by hologram or telepathy, but not “physically” present with us. Is she in, “figuratively?”   
 
You don’t need to modify your statement. We get it; Mrs. Smith isn’t in her office. Was that hard 
to say? Professionals are laughing at your staff when they say this each day. 
 
If you are a CEO, Doctor or President of your company, borrow someone else’s phone (so the call 
won’t flag that it is you) and call your office. Ask the receptionist for yourself… and see what 
response you get.  Are you “actually out of the office?”  My guess is that you will be surprised at 
the response. 
 
Have you been the unfortunate victim of employees who are chasing away valuable business?  Top 
level managers know that their employees are either bringing in business, retaining it or chasing it 
off. Your employees are either good investments of your money, or liabilities.  The day they 
become a liability is the day you need to look at the bottom line.  
 

Customers are your source of income; 
employees who treat them disrespectfully are a liability. 

 
On a recent flight, I heard two flight attendants ridiculing the latest company motivational meeting. 
They were seated directly in front of and facing me!  Yet they were talking out loud about how 
ridiculous the recent “corporate pep-rally” was. I agree that some corporate kick-offs could use 
some more “value and spark,” but there are places to discuss these comments.  Not in ear-shot of 
your customers. 
 
You don’t need people who treat your organization with contempt or disdain. You particularly 
don’t want them to voice their negative feelings to your customers, clients, prospects or the rest of 
the employees.  Turn them around, or they will turn your bottom line around. 
 
 
Ten, or Nothing! 
Have you ever been asked to fill out a survey on your receipt, or after a call, and told to give the 
representative a “10” for their performance?  Seriously! I turned a rental car in at the airport and 
was encouraged to fill out a quick survey and give the employees a “10” on their service. They 
gave their names and indicated they each deserved a “10.”  
 
They did, until then.  What’s the point if the survey is “rigged?”  
 
A call center rep asked me if his service deserved a 10 (while on the call).  He said if not, he 
would like to know what he did that didn’t merit that rating. I felt badgered. 
 
A gentleman told me that he believes “10” is a perfect number and nobody is truly a “10” at any 
work task that they were hired to perform.  Do you think he spends a lot of time explaining his 
“9’s” and “8’s” to overly aggressive representatives? 



 
Is this the lasting memory you want to leave with your customers?  Are the less-confrontational 
people saying, “10” to get off the call… or on with their lives? A man who works in a call center 
said that they are judged by EVERY call and customer response. They are rewarded for receiving 
higher averages and penalized for low ratings from customers. Is this a good way to encourage the 
top feedback when people are pressured to perform and pass it along to your customers? 
 
 
 
Are your people being trained to compete with your rival’s better trained staff?  Has your 
competitor learned to put their customers first and emphasized in every interaction?  Can people 
tell if the rules and polices come first or customers? 
 
Reinvent your customer service.  Make it about helping and serving customers. Ruthlessly 
eliminate any phrase, policy or practice that is a liability to your organization.  Ask customers how 
they felt about their exchange with your people in a non-confrontational method.  Encourage 
honest feedback and reviews. Learn from negative comments before they overwhelm you online, 
and people take their feet to another service provider.  
 
Because, unfortunately, they will. 
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