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f Five minutes with … 

Emily Huling, CIC, CMC, president of Selling Strategies 
How did you get to where you 
are today?
I started in the insurance industry as a 
commercial casualty underwriter for an 
insurance carrier. During my time with 
the carrier, I conducted workshops such 
as “Turning Service into Sales,” which 
evolved into a consulting role. I hung my 
shingle in 1994. I fell in love with working 
with professional, independent insur-
ance agents. They are the front line of the 
industry. I love to work with agents who are 
committed to helping their clients. Agents 
deliver the service that represents what and 
who the insurance industry is. It’s great to 
make a difference for policyholders. 

How can agencies develop strong 
customer-service teams?
Professional, independent insurance agencies can develop 
strong customer service teams by following four prin-
ciples: 1. Agency owners need to have a clear vision, 
mission and values for their agency. 2. Within the agen-
cies, the roles and responsibilities of each employee need 
to be defined clearly. Producers shouldn’t do service work; 
new business employees need to concentrate on bringing 
in new business, etc. 3. Agency owners need to set high 
expectations for their employees. 4. Owners should hold 
their employees accountable for those expectations. The 
employees need to believe in the agency’s vision.  It’s the 
only way they will help the agency succeed. 

What advice would you give to a CSR who is 
dealing with a difficult client?
Rather than jumping to offer a solution, customer service 
representatives (and all agency staff) should listen to what 
the client has to say. Don’t forget to empathize and ask 
questions to uncover the real and hidden concerns the 
client has. Sometimes people just need to vent and some-
times an agent needs to keep asking questions because 
even the client might not know what he or she wants. 

Then you need to repeat to the client 
what you think he or she wants (i.e., 
“If I hear you right, what you’re saying 
is …”). This will create a dialogue 
between the CSR and the client. We 
never ask enough questions. If a client 
calls about an auto premium that’s too 
high, instead of saying: “I’ll look into 
seeing what we can do to lower the cost” 
a CSR should explain the cost increase. 
Did the client trade in his 10-year-old 
car for a newer model? Did he add addi-
tional coverage(s)? You have to know 
more than the client does and help to 
explain it to him or her. 

How does an agency make 
customer service a strategy for 
selling insurance?

The agency staff needs to realize that customer service is 
a culture. That culture needs to be part of the agency, 
so that when clients think of good customer service they 
think of the agency. Think of companies like Zappos, LL 
Bean and Starbucks: They are known for their customer 
service. In the big picture, agency owners should look at 
how their employees treat each other. It will be a good 
indication of how they treat their clients. 

What’s your pet peeve?
It’s going to sound silly, but I don’t like when I receive 
poor customer service. I travel a lot and airports can be a 
challenge. I’ve actually pulled people aside to give them a 
few tips on how they can improve their customer-service 
technique. 

Anything else?
We all need to remember that every interaction with a 
customer makes an impression. We should make our 
customers glad that they do business with us. We want to 
make people know we enjoy what we are doing. We each 
have that responsibility. 
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1Call people by name.

2Answer your phone with your 
first and last name. 

3Change your office voicemail 
daily or weekly noting date and 

accessibility. Let callers know when 
you’ll call back or who can assist in your 
absence.

4Know and remember one 
personal detail about others 

(e.g., family, alma mater, hobby, pets, 
sports and interests).

5When conversing in person, 
focus your eyes 100 

percent of the time on the 
other person’s eyes.

6Before ending a call or 
a meeting ask, “What 

else can I help with today?”

7Email signatures 
should include 

all of your contact 
information on both 
originating and reply 
messages. This confirms 
professionalism 
and accessibility. 

Forming opinions about 
people and sharing those impres-
sions with others is something we all 
do. When asked what you think about 
someone, our minds recall that indi-
vidual’s energy, appearance, voice, facial 
expression, courtesy, written communi-
cation and spoken words. Fortunately, 
it’s in our power to convey the image 
and effect we desire. Here are some 
pointers to help you present your most 
polished and professional self. 

8Know and use the preferred 
communication channel 

(e.g., phone, email, text) of your 
clients and colleagues.

9    Never speak ill of competitors.  
You’ll be the one who looks bad.

10  Advise clients of the status of outstanding, pending 
or changing issues. Better to take the initiative than 
to receive a call asking, “What’s going on?”

11 Clothes  
should be age 

appropriate, well fitting, 
clean and pressed. Avoid 
clothing that is suggestive or 
too casual. 

12 When greeting 
a person, 

be the first to extend 
your hand for 
a handshake. If seated, 
stand to shake hands.

13Acknowledge co-workers with 
a smile and hello when passing 

in the hall or in the break room. 

14Your LinkedIn profile is what 
comes up when someone 

Googles your name. Be certain to 
maintain a complete, error-free profile 
that includes a professional picture.

15Speak grammatically 
correct English. 

Do not swear and avoid slang. 

16Be on time for all 
meetings. Take 

a seat at the table to show 
interest and commitment. 
Avoid sitting in chairs 
along the side, if possible. 
Turn off and put away all 
electronic devices. 

17Keep your 
workspace 

uncluttered, clean and 
appropriately decorated. 

Emily Huling, CIC, CMC, helps the insurance industry create 
top‑performing sales, service, and leadership organizations. She can be 
reached at emily@sellingstrategies.com. 

By the numBers

Seventeen terrific tips to be polished 
and professional
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