
CHAPTER 1

Powerful 
phone skills

Phone conversations are the first step in the client expe-
rience. From welcoming greetings to on-hold etiquette, 
your team needs to manage calls efficiently. The tele-
phone is one of your most powerful marketing tools. 
Converting eight out of 10 phone-shopper calls into new 
clients could generate $6,000 or more each month in 
new revenue.

Beyond the front desk, communication skills are equally 
important for every team member. Cross-training can let 
veterinary assistants and technicians deliver exceptional 
service when they occasionally have to cover the front 
desk. Doctors also can benefit from improved phone 
skills, leading by example and setting expectations for 
how the team should represent their business. Here’s 
how to speak with confidence over the phone:



1. Deliver a welcoming 
phone greeting
Answer the phone with a smile. Oftentimes greetings are so 
rapid-fire that it’s hard to understand the name of the business 
or employee. Even though receptionists repeat the greeting 
hundreds of times each day, it creates a first impression with 
callers every time. Let callers hear the smile in your voice and 
eagerness to help. Slow down and enunciate your words 
rather than sounding like you’ve just finished a triple espresso.

Answer the phone promptly—first ring is best. Never go be-
yond three rings. The longer your phone rings, the less impor-
tant your caller feels.

An effective phone greeting includes a salutation, business 
name, employee’s name, and an invitation for service.

Say, “Thank you for calling <Your Veterinary Hospital>. This is 
<your name>. How may I help you?”

When you use a combination of the right words and a friendly 
attitude, you’ll win callers over every time. The next time the 
phone rings, it’s your opportunity to help more pets!

2. Ask permission before 
placing callers on hold
On average, 70 percent of business calls are placed on 
hold, so your veterinary clients will inevitably experience 
hold-time.1 How you do it shapes callers’ perception of your 
business. Always ask for permission and WAIT for the an-
swer.

Say, “Thank you for calling <Your Veterinary Hospital.> This 
is <your name>. Is this a medical emergency, or are you 
able to hold?” A caller with a medical emergency will need 
immediate assistance.

Another approach would be, “Thank you for calling <Your 
Veterinary Hospital>. This is <your name>. I’m finishing 
checking out a client and then can help you. Are you able to 
hold, or is this a medical emergency?” The word “finishing” 
tells the caller that her hold-time will be brief.
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3. Putting a caller on hold 
to answer another  
incoming call
You’re on the phone with a client and another phone line 
rings. Ask the current caller, “Are you able to hold for a mo-
ment while I put another caller on hold so I can keep helping 
you?” 

Then answer the second line, “Thank you for calling <Your 
Veterinary Hospital>. This is <your name>. Is this a medical 
emergency, or are you able to hold? I am finishing helping an-
other caller, and then I’ll be right with you.”

4. When you have two or 
more callers holding
Callers are holding on Line 1 and 2, and now Line 3 is ring-
ing. 

When answering Line 3, say “Thank you for calling <Your 
Veterinary Hospital>. This is <your name>. Is this a medical 
emergency, or are you able to hold for a few moments? I 
have two callers ahead of you and will be with you as 
quickly as possible.”
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5. Placing a caller on hold 
when you need to consult a 
veterinarian or technician
A client calls to request a prescription refill for her pet. If it will 
take several minutes to pull a chart or consult with a veterinar-
ian, give the caller the option to hold or get a promptly re-
turned call.

Say, “It will take me a few minutes to ask the doctor about 
your pet’s prescription refill. Would you prefer to hold, or can I 
call you back within 15 minutes so you won’t have to hold. 
Which is the best number to reach you?”

6. Reintroduce yourself 
when picking up a call that 
has been on hold
Whether you placed the original call on hold, or are picking up 
a line that another staff member initially greeted, always rein-
troduce yourself. Don’t say, “Thank you for holding” because 
holding could be perceived as a negative word. 

Say, “Thank you for your patience. This is <your name>. How 
may I help you?”
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7. Answering a call while you’re 
helping a visiting client
Let’s say a client is standing at the front desk with her credit 
card in hand and your phone rings. You need to make the cli-
ent and caller feel equally important. 

Tell the client, “Will you please excuse me for a moment so I 
can place this caller on hold and then keep helping you?”

Answer the phone, “Thank you for calling <Your Veterinary 
Hospital>. This is <your name>. Is this a medical emergency, 
or are you able to hold while I finish checking out another cli-
ent?” The word “finish” tells the caller that the wait time will be 
brief. A client ready to checkout will be thankful that you’re re-
spectful of her time as well.

8. Have a message on hold—
not dead air or music
When I dialed a clinic to follow up on a training inquiry, the re-
ceptionist answered “ABC Veterinary Hospital. Can you 
hold?” I replied, “Sure.” While I was on hold for 7 minutes, a 
radio station played AC/DC’s “Shook Me All Night Long.” Al-
though I’m a fan, it’s wildly inappropriate on-hold music for a 
health-care business. Whether I was a favorite client calling 
about a sick pet or a phone shopper interested in becoming a 
client, how I was put on hold was off-putting.

Among businesses of all sizes, the average time a caller 
waited on hold was 56 seconds, according to an Ifbyphone 
Benchmarking Analysis. Small businesses, such as veterinary 
hospitals, have the longest hold times at 1 minute and 47 
seconds.2

Hold-time is an opportunity to educate callers about your vet-
erinary services, products and preventive care. Your on-hold 
message should include a call to action that tells callers what 
to do with the information they’ve just learned. For example, 
explain the importance of regular preventive care exams for 
dogs and cats, and then suggest going to your website where 
callers can watch a video of your veterinarian giving a play-
by-play description of a physical exam. Partner with an on-
hold company with veterinary expertise to create your custom-
ized message.
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9. Transferring a call
Don’t say, “Please hold while I transfer you.” The words “hold” 
and “transfer” could have negative effects. Instead, use posi-
tive words that show action.

Say, “Let me connect you with the surgery technician, <em-
ployee name>.”

The word “connect” shows action. You’ve also let the client 
know which employee will be picking up the call to assist her. 
If you’re paging the surgery technician, be sure to describe 
the nature of the call before he picks up the line. The front-
desk employee would tell the technician, “I have Mrs. Myers 
on Line 2, who is calling for a medical update on Caymus, a 
cat that is being neutered today.” Then the technician can be 
prepared to greet the caller by name and provide the latest 
information.

When the technician picks up the call, he would say, “Hello, 
Mrs. Myers. This is Eric, the surgery technician. Susan ex-
plained that you’re calling for an update on Caymus. Let me 
tell you how surgery went…” This hand-off shows your team 
is a cohesive unit and works together to provide exceptional 
patient care and client experiences.

10. Taking a good message
If a pet owner calls for a veterinarian who is unavailable, 
screen the call so your client can get help now and not have 
to wait for a returned call. If the doctor is in surgery or has 
back-to-back exams, it may be hours before the client is con-
tacted—and is a poor service experience. 

Ask about the reason for the call to see whether another staff 
member could provide immediate answers. For example, the 
client may ask when the next dose of medication is due or 
how to give a pill to her cat. These are medical questions that 
technicians or assistants can likely answer, providing great 
client service and avoiding a pile of messages for doctors.

Say, “Could you tell me what your specific question is for Dr. 
<name>? One of our technicians can likely answer your ques-
tion right now.” The word “specific” encourages the caller to 
provide you with details so you can provide immediate solu-
tions. Fundamentals of a good message include:

• Time

• Date

• Specific question

• Phone numbers where client can be reached (cell pre-
ferred)

• Your initials
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