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Have You Ever Had an Oops Moment 
with a Customer?
One of the great things about working with people, especially in a 
customer service situation, is the constant source of humor. Sure, there 
will be times when the stress or frustration begins to gnaw at your 
nerves, but if you can sit back and take a humorous look at certain 
situations, it will reframe your outlook and enjoyment of your work.

That’s the attitude taken by the customer service 
professionals who have shared their most humorous 
or embarrassing moments with us over the years.

To each of them we offer our thanks for sharing 
these moments so that we can all share a smile. 
And remember, the point of each of these stories 
is that if you take your work seriously and yourself 
lightly, you’ll go through each day with a smile on 
your face.

There’s a fly in my sink?

Gerald Kendrick, a CSR for a major newspaper in 
Canada, recalls an offbeat interaction one hot sum-
mer afternoon, which illustrates the value of build-
ing good customer relationships. Here’s Gerald’s 
story:

One day I answered the phone as usual, “Hello, this 
is Gerald speaking. How may I help you?”

The customer replied, “Hello. This is Mrs. Brown, 
and I’m calling to tell you about the fruit flies flying 
out of my sink!”

I thought maybe I should try to find out more about 
the caller, so I asked for her phone number to check 
on her paper subscription.

“I see on your file that you receive our newspaper,” 
I stated. “Yes, that’s right, I do, six days a week,” 
she replied. “I’ve tried to call the mayor, to deal 

with these fruit flies, but he won’t return my calls. 
They’re all over the place. They come flying out of 
the sink!”

I continued to check the information in her file. I 
looked at her past history, but as far as the paper 
delivery was concerned, everything checked out OK.

“Mrs. Brown, how’s your paper delivery?” I asked. 
“Is it OK?” “Yes, it’s great. I have no problems  
with your paper. The delivery person has been 
bringing it nice and early for quite some time,” she 
replied. “But, if the government doesn’t do some-
thing about these fruit flies, I’m going to sue.”

I admit, at this point, I thought she might be con-
fused about whom she called. “This is the news-
paper office,” I said. “This isn’t the government.” 
“I know that,” she snapped. “But I can’t get rid of 
these fruit flies!”

This call had gone on for more than 15 minutes. I 
tried to be as polite as I could when I asked the next 
question. “Mrs. Brown, I don’t understand. Why 
would you call the newspaper customer service line 
if there is nothing wrong with your delivery service?”

In a quiet tone, she replied, “Because you people 
are the only ones who will listen to me.”

After a brief pause, I remembered my own prob-
lems with fruit flies coming out of the sink and 
offered a solution. “Mrs. Brown, I think I can help 
you. Just fill your sinks with hot, soapy water and 
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then pull the plug. That should take care of your 
problem — it worked for me.”

“Thank you,” she replied. “I’ll give that a try. Love 
your paper. I’ll keep reading.”

Building relationships  
with customers

Working as a customer service/telephone rep at a 
major office supply company, Janet Mandau spoke 
with one customer, Carol, almost every single day. 
Here’s Janet’s story:

Although we had never met in person, I learned 
that she, too, was getting married that summer. In 
between orders, we exchanged wedding tips, and 
I referred her to a friend of mine for her wedding 
limousine.

One night, as my maid of honor and I were in a 
bridal shop across town looking at veils, I over-
heard a piece of a conversation between the sales 
clerk and a woman whom I had never seen before 
in my life in which the woman mentioned my name 
and company. Well, my jaw dropped. I thought to 
myself, why is this stranger talking about me and 
my company to a woman in a bridal shop? I walked 
over and introduced myself. The woman, of course, 
was Carol!

When open-ended questions  
come in handy

In the course of her work, Donna Humphreys 
speaks with many drivers from the firm’s commer-
cial fleet. Donna relates this very unusual situation:

I received a call from a panic-stricken driver.  
He said he was just struck by a flying toilet. I 

immediately asked him if he was injured, he said, 
“Yes,” and that he was on his way to the hospital. 
I started a report on his accident and told him 
to please take care of his injuries first and that I 
would call him back to complete his report later. 
He said, “Oh no,” he wanted to complete the 
report now. 

He said the toilet bounced on his hood, broke 
the windshield and then bounced off and into 
oncoming traffic. I asked him what injuries he had 
sustained and he said the big toe on his left foot 
was broken. I tried to get the connection without 
questioning him, but there was no way. I asked, 
“Your big toe?” He said, “Yes, I was so upset 
when I got home that I had to eat something 
and when I went to get a jar of walnuts out of the 
freezer I dropped them on my big toe. Now I’m 
on my way to the emergency room.” 

The entire time I took the report I never once 
laughed, but when I finished and hung up the 
phone I could not stand it anymore and had to 
chuckle.

Detective work solves the case

As Sandi Krebs found out, a calm head and good 
detective skills can be a customer service profes-
sional’s most important tools:

I work for a local telephone company. One day a 
customer called me wanting to know why every 
time his telephone rings, the same person’s name 
and phone number appear on his caller ID dis-
play. I asked our customer his telephone number 
to view his account and features. This customer 
didn’t subscribe to caller ID. When I informed him, 
he became even more confused. He said he had 
a display and when someone called, it lit up and 
read, “JOHN SMITH 555-1212” is calling. I had to 
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explain to the customer that he needed to sub-
scribe to caller ID through the phone company for 
the calling information to be provided and that 
he should peel the thin plastic cellophane off the 
caller ID unit he purchased, which had printed on 
it, “JOHN SMITH 555-1212.” The customer was 
pretty embarrassed but still managed to laugh at 
himself.

Expired customer?

Chip Sterling shares this story, which reminds  
us all to stay focused on every call. Chip writes:

I work in customer service for a major magazine 
publisher. When one of our customer’s subscrip-
tions lapses, we say that the subscription has 
“expired” and that the customer is an “expire.” 
Part of my job is to call expired customers and 
invite them to renew their subscriptions.

One day I phoned a very high-level manager and 
informed him in no uncertain terms that HE had 
expired. I was so embarrassed when after a long 
pause he said, “Nope, I think I’m still here.” We 
had a good laugh and now I always remember to 
stay focused on each and every call.

How may I help you?

Sometimes in customer service, you just have to 
slow down and take a breath, as Tammy Golden 
explains:

I had just started a new customer service position. 
One day, the phones were going absolutely crazy 
and we were short-staffed. We were answering 
line after line saying either, “XYZ Company.  
May I help you?” or, “XYZ Company. Would you 
hold, please?” But, one time I was so flustered 

I accidentally said, “XYZ Company. May I hold 
you?” After several seconds of silence (during 
which my face had turned beet red), the caller 
laughed and said, “Sure you can!”

 All’s well that ends well

Dorothy Pike reveals why careful preparation is 
important before replying to any customer call:

I had been diligently applying myself to the inten-
sive training at a new CSR position for about 
four weeks. Usually, a new CSR didn’t “go on the 
phones” until after about six weeks, but we felt 
that I was ready and I was quite proud to be ahead 
of the curve in learning my new job.

My first call would be an outgoing call to  
respond to a customer’s questions about her order. 
I got her voicemail and left a message with all the 
pertinent details we had researched for her. Then I 
invited her to call me if she had any questions “at 
...” and I looked at my training supervisor expec-
tantly. I figured she could reel off the phone num-
ber for me from memory and I could repeat it on 
the voicemail message. But she looked back at me 
wide-eyed, shrugging her shoulders as I hemmed 
and hawed clumsily on the voicemail while she ran 
to her cube to get the number. I found the number 
on the back of the catalog on my desk and ended 
the call, feeling humbled.

Turns out the training supervisor actually was 
more involved with a different division that had 
a different 800-number, and she didn’t know the 
800-number for my division by heart. When I got 
the callback from the customer, I learned that it 
was just her second week on the job and she knew 
exactly what I was going through. We all had a 
good laugh over that one. All’s well that ends well.


