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           Unit 206 Communicate Verbally with Customers 
 

Communication is the key to providing good customer service. Most people think of 
communication as the ability to speak clearly and to be understood. However, other 
elements of communication, including the ability to listen and the ability to empathize are 
equally, if not more important, in customer service. Good communicators listen first before 
speaking. 
 
Effective communication is important because: 

• It will create a good impression of the business 
• It will ensure customers’ needs are met correctly 
• It will minimise the risk of mistakes being made, which waste time and can lead to 

complaints 
• It will encourage customers to remain loyal and help to build the business’s 

reputation 
 
Effective Communication 

It is important that you select the right tone of voice, choice of expression 
and body language when dealing with customers. These will have a 
direct effect on the way customers perceive their experience. 
 
The customer’s experience will be good if you are positive in your tone, 
language, gestures and facial expressions, showing that you are 
confident, interested and empathize with their needs. 
 

The customer’s experience will not be good if you are negative in your tone, language, 
gestures and facial expressions, showing that you are lacking confidence, disinterested and 
unsympathetic. 
 
Customer Service Language 

Customer Service language is the art of using words and phrases to create a 
positive image in the customer's mind-with an emphasis on what can be 
done, not on what cannot.   
 
It needs be clear, professional, controlled and to put the customer at ease, or 
in the case of a problem, show empathy and a keenness to put things right. 

 
Why is customer service language important? 
Customer service language is necessary at every stage, from handling a basic enquiry to 
dealing with a complaint. Positive language shows a willingness to serve and a commitment 
to building customer loyalty. It is especially important to use positive language when saying 
no or delivering bad news to a customer. 
 
Questioning Techniques  

  
It is important that you ask customers questions to ensure you meet their needs. 
There are several types of question which you can ask: 
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1) Closed Questions 
A closed question usually receives a single word or very short, factual answer. For example, "Did you 
order the beef? The answer is "Yes" or "No". Closed questions are good for testing your understanding, or 
the other person's, 
concluding a discussion or making a decision or ‘frame setting’, for example, "Are you happy with the service 
from our restaurant?” A misplaced closed question, on the other hand, can kill the conversation and lead to 
awkward silences, so are best avoided when a conversation is in full flow. 
 
 
2) Open Questions 
Open questions elicit longer answers. They usually begin with what, why, how. An open question asks the 
respondent for his or her knowledge, opinion or feelings. "Tell me" and "describe" can also be used in the 
same way as open questions. For example, “How was your meal?” Open questions are good for developing 
an open conversation, finding out more detail or finding out the other person's opinion or issues. 
 
3) Probing questions 
Asking probing questions is a way of finding out more detail. Sometimes it's as simple as asking your 
respondent for an example, to help you understand a statement they have made. At other times, you need 
additional information for clarification, for example, "What type of nuts can you eat?”, or to investigate whether 
there is proof for what has been said, "Did you get confirmation of your suspected food poisoning from your 
doctor?" 
 
4) Leading Questions 
Leading questions try to lead the respondent to your way of thinking, for example “The Chardonnay would be 
a good match to your fish wouldn’t it?” You are phrasing the question so that the "easiest" response is "yes". 
Leading questions tend to be closed. Leading questions are good for getting the answer you want but leaving 
the other person feeling that they have had a choice or for closing a sale. Leading questions should be used 
with care, since used wrongly, they may be seen as manipulative and dishonest. 
 
Giving Signals 

  
Customers will get an impression of you and your organisation by what you 
say and the way you say it, as well as your body language and gestures. 
 
 

Positive verbal signals include: 
• the words and phrases you use 
• the questions you ask 
• your tone of voice 

These should be professional, helpful and make you sound as though you care. You need 
to sound calm, in control and interested in customers’ needs.  

 
Non-verbal signals include: 

• facial expressions (eye contact, smiling, looking concerned) 
• body language (nodding, leaning towards the customer) 
• gestures (guiding a customer to their seat with your hands, waving goodbye) 

 
Your signals show that you are aware of your customer and their needs and that you are 
actively listening to them. 
 
 
Listening and Responding 
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Most of us hear what is going on around us. Actively listening is when you 
do more than listen – you listen carefully and then acknowledge you are 
listening by responding with body language (such as nodding) or speaking 
(such as saying yes or no). 
 
 

The tone of your voice and expression when responding can demonstrate good customer 
service, for example: 

• that you are confident and knowledgeable 
• interested 
• that you empathise with what they are saying (understand their feelings) 
• that you can show sympathy and compassion (feel sorry for what has happened) 

 
Wrong choice of tone or expression can be very negative and demonstrate poor customer 
service. for example: 

• lack of confidence 
• anger or aggression 
• nervousness 
• boredom 
• disinterest 

 
Organisational Policies and Procedures 
Rules at work are often referred to as organisational policies or procedures. 

These are rules set by your organisation, some to ensure compliance with the law 
and some to promote good business practice, a consistent quality of service and 
good communication.  

 
Examples of organisational policies and procedures in your organisation would be: 
• Dress code (for example uniform, jewellery, make-up and perfume. 
• Behaviour code (for example no eating in front of customers). 
• Standard greeting on guest arrival or when answering the telephone (for example, 

“Good morning Xxxx Café. How can I help you?”) 
• Set procedures for organising the work area ( for example table settings, layout of drinks 

in the bar, presentation of a reception desk or information display) 
• Cleaning procedures (for example a set schedule, use of chemicals). 
• Staff rules (for example calling in sick, signing in and out). 
• Reporting procedures (for example reporting accidents, faults). 
• Emergency procedures (for example fire evacuation). 
• Limitations on your authority (for example you are not allowed to offer refunds without 

permission). 
• Security and privacy (for example access to computer files, key holders). 
  
Limits of Authority 

Everyone at work will be have limits to what they can and cannot do. These limits 
are 
set to safeguard the business and protect individuals. 
 
The limits of what you are allowed to do depend on: 
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• The level of your authority as set out in your organisation chart and job 
description.   
• The amount of knowledge and experience you have of dealing with a 

situation. 
• The level of risk to you and the business if you carry out an action. 

 
Example: Waiting staff 

You can: You cannot (without seeking permission): 
Greet customers Refuse to serve or eject a person from your 

premises 
Provide information about the menus Agree to provide a product nor normally offered 
Take orders Agree a booking for a private party 
Serve and clear tables Change the standard table setting 
Deal with simple complaints e.g. cold food Deal with a complaint about food poisoning 

 
 
 
 
Referring to Authority 
It is important that you do not go outside the boundaries of your authority, such as when 
dealing with certain customer issues.  
 
 You should refer to someone if: 

• You know a decision to be made is outside the limits of your authority. 
• You do not know or are unsure about the rules and need clarification. 
• You consider a situation to be a potential risk to you or the business. 
• You lack confidence to make the right decision. 
• There may be a need to make exceptions to a usual rule. 

 
When referring to someone in authority you should: 

• Make sure you speak to the right person (for example your immediate 
line manager). 

• Show your superior respect (for example, do not barge into their office 
unannounced). 

• Seek prompt advice (in a polite manner). 
• Avoid making promises to customers before seeking help (you may 

have promised something that can’t be provided). 
• Check you understand the advice given by your superior before 

continuing. 
 

The Service Offer 
The service offer is a PROMISE to the customer (or 
CUSTOMER CHARTER), outlining the products and services 
you will provide and the standards expected to be delivered by 
the company’s staff. Sometimes large organisations have a 
written charter (for example NatWest Bank has recently been 
advertising their customer charter). Smaller organisations may 
have an unwritten agreement or pledge which all staff sign up to. 
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A typical service offer will say for example, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Legislation 

 
Legislative procedures are laws agreed in the Houses of Parliament. They 
are designed to ensure a safe and fair society for all to live in. Laws must be 
adhered to and non-compliance can lead to prosecution of both businesses 
and individuals. 
 

 
 
 
Some of the main laws relating to customer service are: 
 

Legislation You MUST You MUST NOT 
Health & Safety at Work Act Follow procedures to prevent risk of 

accidents and injury 
Behave irresponsibly and put 
people at risk 

Equality Act Speak politely to all customers and 
show them respect 
Make reasonable adjustment to 
your premises and services for 
those with disabilities. 

Display personal prejudices, 
discriminate or harass 
customers 
Treat a person less favourably 
because of their disability 

Data Protection Act Secure personal information of staff 
and customers (both paper-based 
and electronic)  

Allow unauthorised people to 
access sensitive data 

Supply of Goods and Services 
Act 

Describe any offer, dish or drink 
accurately 
Provide products and services to 
the quality expected 

Give misleading or false 
information to the customer 
Provide products and services 
to a poor quality standard 

Employment Act Inform your manager if you are 
planning leave (such as 
maternity/paternity leave in good 
time 

Work under  the influence of 
alcohol or drugs 

 
Regulations 

Regulations are detailed guidance of the law, often industry specific, and are 
normally set out by local authorities and government agencies. Officers will monitor 
practices and inspect premises to check compliance with regulations. Failing to meet 
standards can lead to fines or closure of the business.  
 

“We will provide an exceptional standard of products and 
services to our customers and meet their needs wherever 
possible. We will provide a safe, hygienic and comfortable 
environment for all our customers. We will make 
customers feel valued and respected at all times.” 
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Some of the main regulations relating to your job and provision of customer service are: 
Regulation You MUST You MUST NOT 

First Aid Ensure you have adequate first aid 
equipment and personnel on your 
premises 
 

Keep or administer medicines to 
staff or customers 

Hygiene Maintain a clean and hygienic 
environment 

Put customers at risk of food 
poisoning by serving 
contaminated food 

Manual Handling Use the correct technique when 
listing heavy items 

Attempt to lift any item which 
could cause injury 

Fire Safety Ensure that fire exits are clearly 
signposted, firefighting equipment in 
good condition and emergency 
procedures in place and are 
followed 

Block fire exits, misuse fire- 
fighting equipment or ignore 
alarms 

 
Ethical Requirements 
These are the moral principles that govern a business or individual’s behaviour or the 
conducting of an activity. In delivering customer service, it is important that you are 
respectful, honest and fair, and that you behave in a professional manner at all times. 
For example: 

• Being honest about products, services and their availability. 
• Respecting diversity (different cultures and backgrounds) and 

 promoting equality 
• Not allowing personal feelings and prejudices to affect your 

delivery of  service 
• Providing products and services at a fair price 
• Ensuring the confidentiality of personal or sensitive 

information given  
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