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Unit 204: Provide information and advice to customers in a retail environment
Handout 1: How to provide information and advice to meet the needs of retail customers
Before you can provide information and advice to customers you will need to identify their needs. This is done by asking questions. There are three types of questions: closed questions, open questions and probing questions.
Closed questions 
A closed question means that you can only answer yes or no. You would use a ‘closed’ question when you want a definite answer. 
Closed questions begin with ‘do’, ‘can’ and will’.  For example:

· ‘Do you need a large memory capacity on the laptop?’
· ‘Can you make an appointment?’
· ‘Will you be at home this evening so an advisor can call you back?’
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Open questions
An open question asks for a descriptive answer. You would use an open question to find out what information and advice the customer is looking for. 
Open questions begin with ‘who’, ‘when’, ‘where’, ‘how’ and ‘why’. For example: 
· ‘Who will be using the service?’
· ‘When can we make an appointment for?’
· ‘Where shall I send the information?’
· ‘How did you hear about us?’
· ‘Why do you need the information?’
Probing questions

A probing question is used as a follow-up to either a closed or an open question. It allows you to get more detail from the customer. Probing questions help to gain clarification and draw information out of customers who don’t want to tell you the reason they are asking for the information.
For example if a customer is asking for information on your wedding planning service, you might ask them an open question such as ‘when is the wedding?’ and the reply might be ‘in the summer’. You could follow this up with a probing question such as ‘when exactly, June or July?’ if it is important to know in order to give them the information they are looking for.

Providing information

When you are satisfied that you have understood the customer’s needs you will be able to give them the information they are looking for. This information needs to be clear and accurate so that the customer can use it to make buying decisions. Don’t use jargon or terms that are specific to your organisation. Check regularly that the customer understands the information you are giving them. 
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There may be literature that you can give them that describes the products and services they are interested in, or you may only be able to give them verbal information. Either way it is essential that the information you give them is correct. 
There are two reasons it is important that you give the customers accurate information. The first is that giving inaccurate information is very poor customer service and the customer is unlikely to buy when they realise they have been misled. Giving accurate information and advice is an important part of maintaining customer loyalty and confidence. This is important as you want the customer to continue to make purchases from your company on a regular basis and also, a loyal customer who is confident in the level of information and advice they are being given will encourage their friends and family to shop with you. 
The second reason for giving customers accurate information is that giving misleading information is against the law.  The Consumer Protection from Unfair Trading Regulations state that any description of goods must be accurate. The description could be:
· in writing, for example on a leaflet you give the customer 
· in an illustration, for example in a catalogue you give the customer 
· spoken, for example in information you give the customer
If in doubt, ask a supervisor or a colleague who is more experienced. Make sure that you ask for the information – don’t expect the customer to repeat their query. 
It is important that you know more about the products and services you are selling than your customers do. Information can be found from:

· literature provided by the manufacturer or trade publications
· packaging, labelling or instructions supplied with the product
· point of sale material

· colleagues and supervisors

· training provided by suppliers or your supervisor or training department
· the internet or your company’s intranet
Throughout the conversation with the customer, make sure that you follow your company policy on customer service and that you understand how this applies to giving information and advice to customers.
