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Using Standard Telephone Phrases

Introduction

Here we are going to look at making business calls in English and go over some of the key phrases
for speaking on the phone. Read through the two short phone calls below, then read our comments
on the dialogues. You'll be able to practice some of the key phrases later.

Dialogue 1

Tammy:

Joe:

Tammy:

Joe:

Tammy:

Joe:

Tammy:

Joe:

Tammy:

Joe:

Tammy:

Joe:

Dialogue 2
Joe:
Wilson:

Joe:

Wilson:

Wilson and Wilson. Can | help you?

Yes, this is Joe Chan from Acme Appliances. I'd like to speak to Mr Wilson
if he's available, please?

Would that be Mr Wilson senior or Mr Wilson junior?
Mr Wilson senior..

I'll just see if he's available - hold the line please. (slight pause............... )
I'm sorry, Mr Wilson's in a meeting at the moment. Can | take a message?

Yes, could you ask him to phone me please? My number's 2311 5654.
I'm sorry, | didn't catch your name.

I'm sorry, Joe Chan, Acme Appliances.

OK. Just let me check the number, 2311 5654.

That's right.

I'll pass that message on. Thank you. Goodbye.

Bye.

Acme Appliances, Joe Chan speaking.
This is Tom Wilson returning your call.

Ah yes, Mr Wilson. Thanks for calling back. | wanted to set up a meeting
with you to discuss your requirements for next year.

Yes certainly. How about Thursday about two-thirty.
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Joe: That would be fine.
Wilson: Okay, | look forward to seeing you then.
Joe: Thursday, 2.30. See you then. Goodbye.
Wilson: Goodbye.
Notes

When we use the phone we can't see the other person, so we have to listen carefully and speak
clearly. Often we deal with a receptionist or personal assistant, but the language we use on the
phone follows conventions.

Tammy: Wilson & Wilson. Can | help you?

Joe: Yes, this is Joe Chan from Acme Appliances. I'd like to speak to Mr Wilson
if he's available, please?

When answering the phone, a switchboard operator will usually say the name of the company, then
'‘Can | help you?' or 'How can | help you?"

Or they may not say anything after the name of the company. In any case, the caller normally says
their name, by saying 'this is' and their name, then the name of their company after the words ‘from’
or 'of', and then who they would like to speak to.

Don't wait to be asked, but offer the information. On the phone, unless you know the other party
personally, always use polite, formal language.

Mr Wilson might not want to speak to Joe - but it's not polite to say this. Notice that Joe says he
wants to speak to Mr Wilson 'if he's available'.

Often it's not convenient to speak to someone straight away. 'If he's available' really means, 'If he
wants to speak to me at the moment.'

Here are some useful phrases for asking for someone on the phone:
Is Mr Wilson available, please?
Could | speak to Mr Wilson if he's available?
Could you put me through to Mr Wilson?'
I'd like to speak to Mr Wilson if possible, please.
So we can say:
I'd like to speak to Mr Wilson
Or
Could | speak to Mr Wilson?

And: 'If he's available' or 'if possible'.
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And you always add 'please’.
Another phrase is:
Could you put me through, please?
The receptionist says: 'I'll just see if he's available', then 'hold the line please'.
But Mr Wilson isn't available, so this is what she says:
I'm sorry, Mr Wilson's in a meeting at the moment. Can | take a message?

'In a meeting' is code for it's not convenient for him to talk at the moment'. He may be in a meeting,
but he could also be out, or doing something else.

Here are some phrases to practice, that can be used for this situation.
I'm sorry, he's in a meeting at the moment.
I'm sorry, he's not available at present.
I'm sorry, he's out of the office at the moment.
And here's one not to use.
I'm sorry, he's busy.

To say someone can't talk because they're busy, suggests that your call is not important. But the
receptionist knows what to say, and to ask if there's a message.

Tammy: Can | take a message?
Joe: Yes, could you ask him to phone me, please. My number's 2311 5654.

It's best to keep messages simple and to the point.

Here are a few simple phrases to use when leaving a message. Let’s practice.
Could you ask him to phone me, please?
Could you get him to return my call, please?

If he could call me back, that would be great.

Of course the important detail here is the actual phone number. It's important to pronounce each
number carefully.

Two three, double one, five six five four.
In US English they would probably say:

Two three one one, five six five four.
And the receptionist must also make sure she has all the details correct.
Here are some phrases you can use to check details.

I'm sorry, | didn't catch your name.

Could you just repeat the number, please?

Could I have your number again, please?

Would you mind repeating that?
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When Tom Wilson returns his call, Joe answers like this...

Joe: Ah yes, Mr Wilson. Thanks for calling back. | wanted to set up a meeting
with you to discuss your requirements for next year.

Wilson: Yes certainly. How about Thursday about two-thirty?
Joe: That would be fine.

Wilson: Okay, | look forward to seeing you then.

Joe: Thursday, 2.30. See you then. Goodbye.

Wilson: Goodbye

First Joe thanks him for calling back. He says 'Thanks for calling back'. He could also say, 'Thank
you for returning my call.' Then he states the purpose of her call, and they make the arrangements
for the meeting. Because he wants the meeting, he Let’s Wilson suggest a time. This is polite,
because he is the customer in this situation. Then he says 'l look forward to seeing you then.’

Again, this is a polite way of ending a conversation - as well as being a signal that there is no more
to say.

Notice too, that Joe repeats the day and time of the meeting so that both people are sure of it.

Let's now just review the key phrases for phone calls when calling someone, and making an
arrangement.

Wilson & Wilson. Can | help you?

I'll just see if he's available.

Would you mind holding the line?
Would you like to leave a message?
Sorry, | didn't quite catch your name.

I'd like to speak to Mr Wilson

Could you put me through to Mr Wilson?
This is Lin Chan returning your call.
Thanks for returning my call.

I look forward to seeing you then.

The key points when using the phone are to speak clearly and give essential information. Don't
speak too fast, and check that the other person has understood. If not, you may need to rephrase.

Use polite, formal language - these conventional phrases are signals for the other person. We need
to respond in the right way, or the conversation could be quite short.

Additional Sample Dialogues

Dialogue Transcript 1

Lynn : Good morning. Osay Shipping Corporation. This is Lynn. How may | help
you?
Caller: Hi, could | please speak to Benjamin Wong, please?
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Lynn:

Caller:

Lynn :

Caller :

Lynn:

Caller :

Lynn:

Dialogue 2 Transcript

Lynn :

Caller :

Lynn :

Anita :

Caller :

Anita :

Caller :

Anita :

Caller :

Anita :

Caller :

Anita :

Caller :

Anita ;
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Just a moment, sir. | will check and see if he’s available. Could | please
have your name?

It’s Martin Brown. (pause....)

Well, it looks like Mr Wong is out of the office right now. Can | take your
number and get him to call you back later?

OK, sure. It's 5678 4955.
Right. That's 5678 49557
Yes, that’s right.

Thanks very much. | will pass your message on to Mr Wong as soon as
possible. Have a great day.

Good morning. Osay Shipping Corporation. This is Lynn. How may | help
you?

Yes, could you put me through to Anita Hill on extension 3467

Certainly, sir. I'm connecting you now. (pause....)

Finance Department. Anita Hill speaking.

Hi, Anita. This is Philip Zhang. I'm calling about our meeting time next week.

Oh, hi, Philip! Yes, I'm glad you called because I’'m planning my schedule
for Tuesday. | was hoping that you’d be able to make 10.30 a.m.

I’'m afraid Tuesday doesn’t suit me. Are you available on Wednesday
morning at 10.307?

Wednesday morning at 10.30? Let me see....yes, I'm free.

That’s great. Would you like to come up to our office or should we meet at
the warehouse?

No, I think meeting at your office would be a easier as | have an
appointment in that area in the afternoon.

OK. So | expect to see you here on Wednesday at 10.30. Let me give you
my mobile number just in case you're running late or there’s any change to
our meeting time. Do you have a pen handy?

Yes, go ahead, Philip.

It's 095702335.

095702335.
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Caller :

Dialogue Transcript 2

Lynn:

Caller :
Lynn :
Caller:
Lynn :
Caller :
Lynn:
Lynn :
Caller:

Lynn :

Caller :

Lynn:

Caller :

Lynn:

Caller :

Lynn:

Dialogue Transcript 3

Lynn :

Caller :
Lynn:

Lynn:
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Yes, that’s right. I'll see you on Wednesday, then.

Good morning. Osay Shipping Corporation. This is Lynn speaking. How
may | help you?

Yes, good morning. | was wondering if | could speak to Albert Lo, please?
Just a moment; I'll see if he’s at his desk. Can | ask your name, sir?
Yes, it’s Justin Mortensen.

Sorry, sir. Could you spell your family name for me, please?

OK....I'mringing Mr Lo now, sir. (pause....)
I’'m terribly sorry, but it seems as if Mr Lo is in a meeting right now.
Mmmm...do you have any idea of when he’ll be free?

He should be available after 2 o’clock. Would you like me to take a
message”?

Yes, | would. Could you give him my Singapore number? I'll be here until
tomorrow afternoon and I'd really like him to call me as soon as possible
about the Customs clearance for our goods.

OK. And what’s that number, sir?

Oh, yes. It’s (456) 2245 2546 extension 515.

Let me just repeat that. It’s (456) 2245 2546 extension 515. And it's about
the Customs clearance for your goods.

That’s right.

OK. I will pass on the message to Mr Lo as soon as possible. Have a nice
day.

Good morning. Osay Shipping Corporation. This is Lynn speaking. How
may | help you?

Hi, could | please speak to Ms Anton in the Processing Department?
Just a moment. I'll check and see if she’s in. (pause....)
Sorry but she’s just gone to lunch. Could | take your name and number and

I'll ask her to call you back.
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Lynn:

Caller :
Lynn :
Caller:
Lynn :
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Certainly. My name’s Maria Cantos and | can be reached all afternoon on
2654 3455. But I'm going to be in Shanghai tomorrow, so let me give you
that number as well. It’s (21) 2632 4456.

So you can be reached today on 2654 3455 and tomorrow in Shanghai on
(21) 2632-4456.

That’s right.

Is your family name spelt K-A-N-T-O-S?
Actually, it’s with a C not a K.

OK, I've got that.

Fine. I'll pass the message on as soon as | see her. Have a great afternoon.

Dialogue Transcript 4

A:

B:

> 0 2

Good afternoon. Compucon Ltd. This is Jenny speaking. How can | help you?
Could you put me through to your Sales Department, please?

Certainly. Could | have your name, please?

Yes, it's Richard Lo.

Right, Mr Lo, I'm putting you through now.

Sales Department. Susan Cho speaking.

Good morning. This is Richard Lo. I'm calling about an order. | ordered a new
printer from you nearly three weeks ago and | haven'’t received it yet.

I’'m sorry to hear that, Mr Lo. Let me just get some more details. What was the date
of the order?

Dialogue Transcript 5

A

B:

Good morning, Arthur Johnston Ltd. This is John speaking. What can | do for you?
Hello. Could | speak to Jeff Chan, please?

May | have your name, please?

This is Kelly Thompson.

I’'m afraid Mr Chan isn’t available at the moment, Ms Thompson. Could | ask him to
call you back later this afternoon?

Yes, could you?
Could I have your contact telephone number, please?

I'll give you my mobile number in case I'm out later. It's 094783784.
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A: That’s 094783784.

B: That’s right.
A: Would you like to leave a message for Mr Chan?
B: Yes, could you tell him I've emailed him a quotation for the English course and

attached a proposed outline of the course.

A: So you’ve emailed Mr Chan a quotation for the English course and attached a
proposed outline of the course.

B: Yes, that’s right.
A: Is your family name spelt T-O-M-P-S-O-N?

B: No, it’s T-H-O-M-P-S-O-N?

A: OK, I've got it. With an ‘h.’
B: Yes.
A Thank you for your call, Ms Thompson. I'll see that Mr Chan gets your message as

soon as he gets in.
B: Thanks very much. Goodbye

A: You’re welcome. Goodbye.

Language Focus - Forming Questions with Modal Verbs

Looking through the list of standard telephone phrases, you'll notice that many of the questions are
formed using modal verbs such as can, may, and could. We use these three modal verbs when
making offers and requests. They help the language we use sound more polite, especially when
used in a question.

Form
In a statement the word order is subject + modal + main verb.

subject modal main verb
I can help you.

In questions, the word order changes to modal + subject + main verb

modal subject main verb
Can I help you?

Offers
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May and can are used to make offers. You should offer to help a caller when you answer the
phone on behalf of your company. In certain calls, where the person the caller wants to speak to is
unavailable, you should also offer to take a message.

May | help you?
Can | help you?
May | take a message?

Neutral Requests

When using can to make a request, the request may sometimes sound a little direct. It depends a
lot on the tone of your voice, however. So if you use can to make a request, make sure you use a
polite and friendly tone.

Can you hold the line?
Can | ask who'’s calling, please?
Can | take your number?

Polite Requests

Could is the most commonly used modal verb when making requests. Requests formed using
could sound more polite.

Could | have your name?

Could | have your telephone number?

Could you spell your first name?

Could | check the spelling of your street?

Could | speak to Jason Tam, please?

Could you put me through to the Sales Department?
Could you connect me to Shirley Tam in Auditing?
Could you transfer me to William Bell on extension 2887

Very Polite Requests

If you want to sound verb polite (and perhaps a little formal), you can use the modal verb may to
form your request.

May | have your name, please?
May | know who’s calling?
May | know which company you're calling from?
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When Someone is Unavailable

Dialogue Transcript 1

Neela :

Caller 1 ;

Neela :

Caller 1:

Neela ;

Caller 1:

Neela ;

Caller 1 ;

Neela :

Cathay Designs

Hello, May | speak to Mr Pulido, please?

I’'m afraid Mr Pulido is in a meeting right now. May | take a message?
Could you tell him that Nicholas Comtee called?

Would you mind spelling your last name for me, sir?

No problem. It's C-O-M-T-E-E.

Thank you. And your telephone number?

He’s got it. Thank you.

My pleasure. Have a good day!

Dialogue Transcript 2

Neela :

Caller 2 :

Neela :

Caller 2 ;

Neela :

Machine :

Caller 2 :

Cathay Designs

Hi. 'm trying to get some information about a design project.
Okay. Is it a new project or an existing one?

It’s a new project.

I will connect you to the New Accounts department and a designer can
answer your questions. Since it’s lunchtime now, they may be at lunch, so if
you get the voicemail, please just leave a message. I'm connecting you
now, ma’am.

Hello. You've reached the New Accounts Head Designer, Linda Gao, and
I’m unable to take your call at the moment. Please leave me your name and
number and | will call you back as soon as | can.

Hi. My name is Patricia Lee and | would like to speak with someone about a
new expansion to my business. Could you please call me back today?
Again, my name is Patricia Lee and | can be reached on 6522 3454. Thank
you.
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Dialogue Transcript 3

Neela :

Caller 3:

Neela :

Caller 3:

Neela :

Caller 3:

Neela ;

Caller 3:

Neela :

Caller 3:

Neela :

Caller 3:

Neela :

Caller 3:

Neela :

Caller 3:

Cathay Designs
Yes, | need to speak to Russ Pulido.

Mr Pulido is in a meeting right now. He should be finished shortly. May |
take a message?

Well, I'm at the airport now and boarding a flight for Singapore. | must get a
message to him immediately. Could you interrupt him?

I’'m terribly sorry, sir, but his meeting is off-site. But he told me before
leaving that he would be back within the hour.

OK. Tell him that the paint samples didn’t make it to my Shanghai office in
time, so he should have them sent to my Singapore office immediately. |
must have them before my client meeting tomorrow at 1 p.m.

I've got that, miss. Could you give me your name, please?

Jessica Amnajanman. My last name is spelled A-M like mother N like nice
A-J-A-N like nice M like mother A-N.

And can you give me your Singapore address?

My company’s name is Asia Construction. The address is 9 Raffles Place,
Republic Plaza, Suite 2614, Postal code 048619. Let me give you that
telephone number, too, just in case there’s a problem: it’'s country code 65.
Number 6832-9886.

OK I've got that. Let me repeat all that back to you. Your name is Jessica
Amnajanman. Your company is Asia Construction. The samples originally
sent to your Shanghai office didn’t arrive in time, so you would like Mr
Pulido to send them to your Singapore office for a client meeting tomorrow
afternoon at 1. The address there is 9 Raffles Place, Republic Plaza, Suite
2614 and the postal code is 048619. The telephone number in Singapore is
65-6832-9886.

That’s right. And, one more thing. Please tell Russ to put in the specs for
the Credit Tiger client. I'm also going to need those on Wednesday.

The specs for Credit Tiger. Got it. Anything else, miss?

| think that about covers it. My flight arrives in Singapore at 3.45, so if Russ
has any questions he can call me on my mobile after then. My mobile
number is 86-138-0180-4944.

That’s 86-138-0180-4944?

Yes, that’s right. Thanks for all your help.
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You’re welcome. And I'll make sure Mr Pulido gets the message as soon as
possible. Have a nice flight. Good bye.

Dialogue Transcript 4

Reception:

Greg:

Reception 1:

Reception 2:

Greg:

Reception 2:

Greg:

Reception 2:

Greg:

Reception 2:

Greg:

Trebbett and Williamson Ltd. How can direct your call?

Could you give me extension 2748, please?

Just a moment.... Go ahead, caller. You're connected.

Nancy Hoggard’s desk. Can | help you?

Yes, could | speak to Nancy, please?

I'm afraid she’s out of the office at the moment.

Do you know when she’ll be back?

She should be back after lunch. May | take a message?

No, that’s OK. I'll call back later this afternoon. Thanks for your help.
You’re welcome.

Goodbye.

Dialogue Transcript 5

Neela :

Caller :

Neela :

Caller :

Neela :

Caller :

Neela :

Caller:

Cathay Designs
Hi. Would you connect me to Paul Andersen?

Just a moment, sir. I'll check and see if he’s in. It’s looks like Mr Andersen is
out of the office today. I'd be happy to take a message.

Hmmm. Well he told me he would call me back today. I'm expecting some
blueprints to be sent to me.

OK. | can leave him a message, sir, and perhaps he will call this afternoon
and pick up his messages.

Yeah, that’s a good idea. My name is Peter Mok and I’'m with OntCan
Enterprises. My number is 8766-4560.

That was Peter Mai?

Peter Mok. M-O-K.

Published by: The Language Key Ltd

Business English Training Consultants in Hong Kong since 1994
http://www.languagekey.com

enquiry@languagekey.com


http://www.workplace-english-training.com/freetrial/

Business Telephoning in Practice : oI,

«

Neela :

Caller :

Neela :

Caller:

Neela :

Caller :

Neela :

/Y\ E-Plattorm
FREE TRIAL / PROMO click here

OK. Peter Mok on 8766-4560. You were expecting some blueprints this
afternoon. | will ask Mr Andersen to call you back as soon as possible.

Yes, and it’s rather urgent.

No problem, sir. | will make a note of that. What was the nhame of your
company again?

OntCan Enterprises. We are in Kowloon.

Got it. Hopefully Mr Andersen will call in for his messages soon and will be
able to get back to you in a short while.

| appreciate your help.

It was my pleasure.
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Taking Telephone Messages

Introduction
Taking telephone messages well is a skill that saves time for both the caller and the receiver.
If you need to take a message for someone, get as much information as possible. Always include:

The date and time of the call.

The full name of person calling (ask for correct spelling).
The company the caller is from.

The phone number and time available for call-back.

The purpose of the call.

Give enough information to the caller so they know what to expect, such as when the person they
are trying to reach will return.

When taking a message, avoid saying, “I'll have him call you back when he returns.” It would be
better to say, “I'll make sure he gets your message when he returns.”

Bear the following points in mind when leaving a telephone message

e Don't speak too fast!
Pronounce and spell your name clearly.

e Slow down when saying your telephone number and pause somewhere in the sequence of
providing your number.

e Give your company name, title and reason for calling.
Let them know when to call you back.

Situation 1

Here are two short telephone conversations. In both situations the person the caller wants to speak
to is either out of the office or unavailable. Focus your attention on how the receptionists handle the
calls and the steps involved in taking a message.

Dialogue 1
Receiver : Kwan Brothers, Customer Service. I'm Jenny. How may | help you?
Caller: Hello. This is Peter Hedison speaking. I'd like to speak to Keith Wong,
Please.
Receiver : I’'m sorry Mr Hedison, but Mr \Wong is in a meeting this morning? Would you
like him to call you back?
Caller: Yes, | would.
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May | have your telephone number and the name of your company?
I'm calling from Keytech Supplies and my number is 2738 3829.

So you are Peter Hedison of Keytech Supplies and Mr Wong can reach you
on 2738 3829.

That’s right. Could | also leave a short message?

Yes.

Could you tell Mr Wong that the delivery of desks will be delayed until next
Monday? And could you remind him to settle our invoice before we deliver

the desks?

Let me just confirm that. The delivery of desks will be delayed until next
Monday and your invoice should be settled before the delivery.

That’s correct.
When would be a good time for Mr Wong to call you, Mr Hedison.
I'll be in the office all day, so he can call me anytime today.

I'll make sure Mr Wong gets your message. Thank you for calling. Goodbye

Good morning, Arthur Johnston Ltd. This is John speaking. What can | do
for you?

Hello. Could | speak to Jeff Chan, please?
May | know who'’s calling, please?
This is Kelly Thompson.

I'm afraid Mr Chan is tied up at the moment. Could | ask him to call you
back later this afternoon?

No, that won't be necessary, but could | leave a message for him?
Certainly.

Could you tell him that I've emailed him a quotation for the English course
and attached a proposed outline of the course? Could you ask him to email
me if he has any queries?

So you've emailed Mr Chan a quotation for the English course and attached
a proposed outline of the course. He can email you if he has any questions.

Yes, that'’s right.
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Receiver : Could you tell me your company name and contact number, Ms Thompson?
Caller : I'm calling from Key Language Associates on 2819 3829.
Receiver : So, you’re Kelly Thompson of Key Language Associates and your

telephone number is 2819 3.....

Caller : 2819 3829
Receiver : OK.. 2819 3829. Thank you for your call, Ms Thompson. I'll see that Mr
Chan gets your message.
Caller : Thanks very much. Goodbye.
Receiver : You’re welcome. Goodbye.
Notes

In both these telephone dialogues, the receptionist answers the phone and gives the caller specific
information. Usually this information consists of:

A greeting

The name of the company and/or the name of the department.
The name of the person answering the phone

A friendly question to guide the call.

So let’s break this down a bit. Firstly, we’ll look at the greeting.

The most common greeting on the phone is “Hello,” but some people prefer to be more specific
like:

Good morning.
or
Good afternoon.

Sometimes, in a more informal working environment, a simple “Hi” might be an acceptable
greeting. But generally, it's best to use more formal greetings.

Secondly, when answering the phone, you should give your name, the name of your company and,
if applicable, the name of your department. Here are some examples:

This is Convoco and I'm Charlie.
Convoco, 