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Course Objectives

•In this course you will learn how to handle 

this situation without using a Forbidden 

Phrase. 

•At the end of this course, you will be able 

to avoid the Five Forbidden Phrases and 

replace those phrases with more 

appropriate ones.



Poor Customer Service Examples

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xmpDSBAh6RY&mode=related&search=



The Telephone Doctor

• Ever wonder what really frustrates 

your customers? 

• The Telephone Doctor knows. Uh, 

excuse me...the Telephone Doctor? 

OK, her real name is Nancy 

Friedman, but the St. Louis woman 

has made a comfortable living with 

the title she registered over 20 years 

ago. The president and founder of 

Telephone Doctor Customer Service 

Training (www.telephonedoctor.com) 

has become a familiar brand name 

within corporate training and 

development departments.



•Sometimes it is not what you say but how you 

say it. 

•Clients and prospects get different impressions 

from the words you use to express yourself, so it 

pays to be careful and avoid creating doubt in 

the listener's mind. 

•Forget About Using These Five Forbidden 

Phrases in YOUR Vocabulary

5 Forbidden Phrases



•Phrase #1

–I don‘t know

•Phrase #2

–I/We can‘t do that

•Phrase #3

–You‘ll have to . . .

•Phrase #4

–Hang on a second . . . 

I‘ll be right back

•Phrase #5

–NO!

5 Forbidden Phrases

Letôs take a few moments and look deeper 

into the meaning of each phrase and go 

over some examples . . .



Introduction to the Five 

Forbidden Phrases

•Nancy Friedman introduces you to the 5 

Forbidden Phrases and gives you a 

preview of "helpful phrases" you can use 

instead.



• Sometimes customers ask you questions and you don't know the answer. 

Maybe you're new or you're helping out in a different department. Or maybe 

it's just a question no one ever asked before. 

This section will show you how to handle these situations in ways that make 

your customers feel that you have helped them.

Forbidden Phrase #1

I DONôT KNOW



Forbidden Phrase #1

I DONôT KNOW

There is never a need to say this .  "I don't know," sounds like a 

such a negative response, even though you are just trying to be 

honest. It just stops right there and doesn't indicate you plan to take 

any further action. Even if you go to "I don't know, but..." nobody 

hears past the comma. Instead, put a more positive spin on your 

response, such as "Gee, that's a very good question. Let me 

check."

A response like that makes the listener think and feel as if they asked 

a smart question, and immediately let's them know you'll be taking 

action on their behalf.. Remember, you may not know the answer, but 

you are better off saying something positive such as, "That's a good 

question. Let me check and I'll get back to you with the answer 

tomorrow."



Even if you don‘t know something, said Friedman, never state this to the 

customer. After all, it is your job to know, rather than not to know, she 

explained. The better response, in her estimation, is: ―Gee, that is a very good 

question. Let me check and find out.‖ 

• ―When you say, ‗I don‘t know,‘ they [customers] hear ‗I don‘t care,‘

• And, because customers do not necessarily require an answer pronto, it is 

recommended to add the phrase, ―When do you need this information?‖ 

• Every office employee — including each owner — to use this phraseology, 

even to fellow employees. 

• ―Management must speak the same language as each employee,‖  This is 

not a program for the girls. This is not a program for the department. This is 

not a program for your front office. This is a program for your entire 

organization. If it is not embraced by you, as owners and managers, it won‘t 

work.‖ 

Forbidden Phrase #1

I DONôT KNOW



• What's the best way to respond when a caller asks for something out of the 

ordinary? 

In this section, you will learn how to turn something negative into something 

positive.

Forbidden Phrase #2

I/WE CANôT



Forbidden Phrase #2

I/WE CANôT
This phrase is a real turn-off to most people, puts the negative right 

up front and shuts the caller out. It slams the door shut to 

possibilities. There is no such thing as "can't" in a world in which 

everything is negotiable. Instead, say, "Boy, that's a tough one. 

Let me see what I can do."

Maybe you really can't do what the customer asks because of 

prohibitive laws or ethics. In that case, and only if you have 

exhausted all alternatives, tell the customer in a more positive way, 

for example, "I wish we could, but that isn't an option we have 

because we are restricted by software licensing laws." Maybe 

the thing they need would be difficult due to policies, so you want to 

tell the customer " what we can do for you is....ñ

Always try to end the conversation on a positive note . . . 

FOCUS on what you CAN do (even if it is limited) rather than 

what you CANôT or WONôT be able to do!



• Simply, there is no value to say that something cannot be done. Instead, 

use: ―I wish we could …‖ Example: ―I wish we could get there today. If there 

were anyway possible, we would. Unfortunately, it‘s not an option we have.‖ 

• ―Never underestimate the power of the ‗I wish …‘ statement,‖ When you tell 

somebody ‗I wish I could,‘ they hear ‗I‘m right.‘ ‖ 

Forbidden Phrase #2

I/WE CANôT



• Forbidden Phrase #3 is something we all say without thinking, but it can 

make our customers hostile. 

In this section, you will learn another way of saying the same thing that 

makes customers cooperative.

Forbidden Phrase #3

YOUôLL HAVE TO . . .



Forbidden Phrase #3

YOUôLL HAVE TO . . .

This is a negative because it puts the responsibility to 
solve the problem on the customer. Instead, be clear 
that this is a partnership, and explore what "we need 
to do" to help the customer.

Your prospects don't have to do anything. It's much 

less bossy to say, "If you would...", "Our next step 

is to..." or "You may need to..."



• As Friedman explained, a person does not have to do anything 

except die and pay taxes. Therefore, in customer service, the better 

phrase to use is: ―We need …‖ 

• Example: Rather than state, ―You‘ll have to have a down payment,‖ 

supplant it with ―We need to have a down payment.‖

Forbidden Phrase #3

YOUôLL HAVE TO . . .



• Sometimes you have to put a caller on hold. If you use Forbidden Phrase 

#4, you may turn a frustrating experience for your customers into an 

irritating one. 

In this section, you will learn three things you can do to make being put on 

hold more agreeable to your customers.

Forbidden Phrase #4

ñHANG ON A SECONDéIôLL BE RIGHT BACK"



Forbidden Phrase #4

ñHANG ON A SECONDéIôLL BE RIGHT BACK"

On the phone, this phrase borders on being rude. The truth is, you are 

going to keep them waiting, so why not say, "It's going to take me two or 

three minutes to get that information. Would you like me to call you back?"

Being put on hold is the number one frustration of customers. Think how 

you react to that phrase when someone hits you with it. You are suddenly 

forced into limbo, possibly against your will. Who knows how long it took 

you to get to that point in your phone call, so the last thing you want is to 

hang up and start over. So how do we avoid putting our customers in 

limbo?

We ask their permission, "Are you able to hold?" or, ñMay I place 

you on hold for a moment while I get the answer?òIf you know 

it's going to take a few minutes to get the answer, say so and 

offer to get back to them, "This will take me longer than I care to 

keep you holding.  May I get back to you?"



• The No. 1 frustration for any customer is being put on hold. So, to say the 

above phrase just makes things worse. ―That‘s liar, liar. Pants on fire,‖ She 

said. ―Nothing takes a second. Absolutely, nothing.‖ 

• Instead, the replacement phrase should be: ― ‗If you are able to hold …‘‖ 

• ―Don‘t confuse the two, because it is so soft,‖ she added. ―If you are able to 

hold, Mr./Ms./Ms. XYZ, I‘ll be happy to get you that information‖ 

Forbidden Phrase #4

ñHANG ON A SECONDéIôLL BE RIGHT BACK"



• Forbidden Phrase #5 What should you say when a customer asks for 

something you don't have or can't do?

Forbidden Phrase #5

NO!



Forbidden Phrase #5

NO!

Donôt use the word ñnoò to start a sentence.

"No.."It's the ultimate negative. ―It‘s as simple as that.‖  Think 

before you speak. You want to be positive, as opposed to negative 

People don't listen any further. Always be thinking instead about 

how to make your message a positive one. 

NO always conveys negativity and rejection and halts the thought 

process. It is better to give a positive alternative. Instead of "No, 

you did not understand what I just said," say ñLet me send 

you the step-by-step instructions right now in an e-mail ï

then we can take a moment and go over them together to 

make sure you feel comfortable opening up that attachment.ò

People appreciate it when you choose your words carefully - in 

business and at home. 



Donôt Say These!

•We donôt handle that . . .

•We canôt do that . . .
–We have a part in everything

–Don‘t tell them what you CANNOT DO; instead, tell 
them what you CAN DO!

•Iôm new here . . .
–That‘s a good question, let me check and I will find 

out for you!

•You will have to . . .
–This is an ORDER and has a NEGATIVE tone

–A better approach would be:  ―Here is what you will 
NEED to do‖



Cardinal Rules Video

http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=8662686763474308919



Cardinal Rules

of Customer Service

•Rule #1

–People before 

paperwork

•Rule #2

–Rushing Threatens 

Customers

•Rule #3

–Company Jargon

•Rule #4

–Don‘t be too busy to 

be nice!

•Rule #5

–―Uh-Huh‖ is not ―Thank 

You‖

•Rule #6

–Be Friendly Before you 

Know who it is!

Letôs take a few moments and look deeper 

into the meaning of each rule and go over 

some examples . . .



Rule #1

People Before Paperwork

•When someone walks into your office or 

place of business, or calls while you are 

working on something, drop everything for 

that person and focus your attention on 

them.

•Remember, paper can wait . . . People 

should not.  We‘ve all been ignored and 

know how that feels!



Rule #2

Rushing Threatens Customers

•Your colleagues may understand 
something quickly, but rushing customers 
along will only make them feel intimidated 
and they won‘t come back.  Remember, 
speed is not success!

•Trying to be ―done‖ with someone as 
quickly as possible is seen as rude and 
uncaring.  Take time with each and every 
contact.



Rule #3

Company Jargon

•Ever get a report from a company and not 

understand a word of it?!  Some places have a 

company jargon all of their own.

•Be careful not to use company jargon on 

customers.  Your colleagues may understand it 

very well, but to a customer, it is confusing and 

intimidating.

•Spell things out for your customers by speaking 

clearly, without slang, and without acronyms.



Rule #4

Donôt be Too Busy to be Nice!

•Everyone is busy . . . We live in a very fast 
paced world.

•Being busy does not give you license to be 
rude.

•Remember, the same people you treat 
rudely today may be your boss tomorrow!

•The golden rule of customer service . . . 
Treat people like you would like to be 
treated!



Rule #5

ñUh-Huh is not Thank Youò

•―There Ya Go‖ is not ―You‘re Welcome‖

•Thank you and You‘re Welcome are 

beautiful words.  A customer cannot hear 

them too often.

•Make ‗ear contact‘ with your customers 

and let your sincerity show through in your 

voice.

•Listen, listen and then listen!



Rule #6
Be Friendly Before You Know Who It is

•Smile when you pick up the phone . . . 

Even before you know who it is!

•It will earn you kudos and customer 

service points.

•The customer needs to know you WANT 

to work with them no matter who they are

•A customer can sense your attitude 

through the phone so SMILE!



Examples

•Hand out Scripts for 5 forbidden Phrases

•Hand out Scripts for 6 Cardinal Rules



Questions


