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At the University of Windsor, we are committed to creating a 
culture of service excellence. We believe that excellent service 
experiences will reinforce our commitment of putting students 
first, foster a culture of support and success across campus, 
and strengthen our reputation of being a welcoming campus.

Service excellence is about all employees working together to 
create a consistent and exceptional service experience across 
campus. Our daily interactions with students, colleagues, 
alumni, donors and other stakeholders matter.  

This guide outlines the Service Excellence Vision, which 
articulates the type of service culture that we want to create 
and the Service Excellence Standards, which help to clarify the 
behaviours and actions that promote and support our service 
excellence efforts. Together, they encourage mutual respect, 
open communication, critical thinking, innovative problem 
solving and accountability. It also includes practical information 
and tips for putting the Service Standards in action.

The Service Excellence initiative was led by a working group 
comprised of employees from key service areas across campus 
and it engaged 87 employees and 37 students through 17 focus 
groups in the development of the Vision and Standards.  

We encourage employees to review this guide and become 
ambassadors of service excellence. A training program is also 
available to support individuals and teams.

Additionally, departments are encouraged to seek 
opportunities to further promote service excellence within their 
respective areas by continuously seeking to improve processes, 
systems and practices and through the establishment of level 
of service standards such as response times, targets and 
benchmarks that communicate the specific level of service that 
can be expected under normal circumstances. 

For more information please visit the Service Excellence 
website at www.uwindsor.ca/serviceexcellence. 

A NOTE ABOUT TERMINOLOGY
The University of Windsor provides an array of services to 
students, faculty, staff, alumni, donors, community members, 
and others. For the purposes of this guide, the term “student/
stakeholder” is used to capture the diversity of individuals and 
groups who regularly access the many services provided.

About the Service Excellence Initiative

•   Marcela Ciampa, Human Resources, Working Group 
Facilitator/Project Lead

•  Elizabeth Felet, Office of the Registrar

•  Lisa Fransen, Odette School of Business

•  Kerry Gray, Odette School of Business

•  Chris Lanoue, Financial Services

•  Kristen Morris, Office of Experiential Learning

•  Sandra Ondracka, Athletics & Recreational Services

•  Christine Quaglia, Office of the Student Experience

•  Karen Pillon, Leddy Library

•  Marcin Pulcer, Information Technology Services

•  Ritch Routley, Student Ancillary Services

•  Zora Savic, Office of Enrolment Management

•  Mike Wilcox, Facility Services, Operations

Service Excellence Working Group 
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SERVICE EXCELLENCE STANDARDS
We take pride in our work and strive to make every interaction an exceptional experience by having the following service 
standards guide our behaviours and actions:

•  Use appropriate words, tone and body language.
•  Maintain clear, honest and transparent communication.
•  Act with integrity and take responsibility for our actions and decisions.
•  Engage in continuous learning and use our knowledge and expertise to find solutions.

•   Approach each interaction with an open mind and show kindness and concern for others.
•   Are genuinely engaged in our interactions and take the time to explain options and decisions.
•   Exhibit empathy and withhold judgement.
•  Make people feel at ease while balancing individual and institutional needs.

•  Greet each person and make them feel welcome.
•  Are courteous, approachable, considerate and helpful.
•  Listen actively to understand needs and expectations; and together explore solutions.
•  Embrace diversity, inclusion and treat each person as a unique individual.

•  Follow-through on our commitments.
•  Acknowledge mistakes and focus on making the situation right.
•  Provide accurate and consistent information and proactively communicate service disruptions.
•  Ensure that services are accessible and safe for all.

•  Welcome feedback to enhance the service experience.
•  Anticipate needs and innovate to fulfill them.
•  Provide timely responses.
•  Work collectively across campus to make informed referrals.
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Service Excellence Vision 
Together, we foster a culture of success and support by making every 
interaction an exceptional experience.

Service Excellence Vision and Standards
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In order to achieve our vision for service excellence,  
a consistent approach to service delivery needs to be followed. 
Such an approach must be guided by the service standards and 
should include the following 4 elements of good service:

WELCOME
•    Responsive service starts with a responsive greeting.  

A greeting recognizes the individual’s worth, establishes 
rapport and sets the tone for the interaction. 

•   The words that we use, our body language and our tone help 
create a welcoming and relaxing environment that makes 
the student/stakeholder feel that they matter.

DELIVER
•   Determining the student/stakeholder’s needs requires 

two-way communication. Our ability to clearly understand 
what the person needs has an impact on the rest of the 
interaction.

•   Demonstrating active listening, using positive language, 
asking the right questions, providing informative 
explanations and engaging the student/stakeholder in 
problem solving are key to providing exceptional service. 

•   Making the moment memorable is something that we 
should strive towards. It could be as simple as following-up 
with the person to ensure the matter has been resolved. 

•   During instances when we may need to deliver bad news or 
say no to a request, we still have an opportunity to make the 
service experience exceptional by demonstrating empathy 
and care through the words we use, our body language, and 
our tone. 

REFER OR TRANSITION
•   There may be instances when in order to address an inquiry/

concern, the person may need to be referred to another 
department. 

•   Clear explanation of why the referral is required, as well 
as contacting the department/person where the student/
stakeholder is being referred to, are essential to effectively 
resolving issues/concerns and minimizing the run-around.

CONCLUDE 

•   The conclusion of the interaction provides an opportunity 
to get feedback and ensure resolution. This can be 
accomplished by simply asking “Is there anything else we 
can do for you?”. This simple question can help enhance the 
relationship with the person and improve the image of the 
University in the individual’s eye. 

•   It is also a good practice to thank the student/stakeholder for 
coming and let them know to come back should they require 
any further assistance.  

The service interaction should also be guided by departmental 
procedures to protect confidential, private and sensitive 
information.  
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Online communication such as e-mails and live chat provide 
another mechanism for the University to connect with 
students/stakeholders and address their inquiries/concerns. 

The following are some guidelines for e-mail communication:

WELCOME (GREETING)
•   Start your e-mail with a courteous greeting (e.g. “Good 

morning (name)”, “Dear (name)”). 

•   Use gender-inclusive language, do not assume the 
salutation or gender of the recipient. When unsure, address 
the person by their full name (e.g. “Dear A. West” rather than 
“Dear Ms. West”). 

•   Avoid using “Dear sir or Dear madam”, instead use “Dear 
students, Dear university supporters”.

•   When drafting e-mails, if you have access to UWinsite 
Student, use the individuals’ preferred name.

•  Ensure the recipients’ name is spelled correctly.

DELIVER (CONTENT)
•   When responding to an e-mail inquiry let the student/

stakeholder know that you appreciate their email and the 
opportunity to assist them. 

•   Keep the tone and language professional, simple, to the point.

•   Take the time to respond with full sentences, using proper 
grammar and spelling. 

•   Before pressing “send”, make sure that you have addressed 
all the inquiries/concerns.

•  Check the e-mail for spelling and tone before sending. 

•   Do not type in all capital letters as it makes it harder to read 
the text and can be perceived as shouting.

•   Know your audience, avoid the use of excessive punctuation 
and emoticons; and refrain from using University jargon and 
acronyms that the recipient may not be familiar with. 

•   If the matter is complex, to minimize back and forth 
correspondence, schedule a time to discuss the inquiry/
concern in-person or over the telephone.  

•   In instances where you will not be able to provide a timely 
response because of the complexity of the issue, e-mail the 
student/stakeholder to acknowledge that you have received 
their inquiry and provide a timeline for getting back to them.

REFER/TRANSITION
•   If an e-mail inquiry needs to be forwarded to another 

person/department, respond to the student/stakeholder 
to acknowledge receipt of the e-mail and inform them that 
their e-mail inquiry is being referred to another person/
department. When appropriate, carbon copy (cc) the person/
department to whom you are forwarding the inquiry. 

CONCLUDE (CLOSING/SIGN-OFF)
•   Thank the student/stakeholder and invite them to contact 

you should they need any further assistance.
•   Include an e-mail signature. The signature should at a 

minimum contain your full name, job title, department, 
University of Windsor, telephone including extension and 
e-mail address.

•   Show your UWindsor pride by adding the Windsor Proud logo 
to your e-mail signature.

•   If you are using a UWindsor issued mobile device don’t forgot 
to also set-up your e-mail signature on the device.

DURING BUSY TIMES 
Busy times could mean a delay in your ability to promptly reply 
to e-mails. During these times:

•   Set up the Out of Office assistant in Outlook to automatically 
send a reply to the sender. The automatic reply should alert 
the sender that you have received their e-mail and indicate 
the timeline for responding. If possible, include alternatives 
for those individuals who may require immediate assistance. 

•   Include an alert on your departmental website to notify 
students/stakeholders of service delays.

BEST PRACTICE – OUT OF OFFICE AUTOMATIC 
REPLIES
If you are going to be away from the office for more than 1 
business day and with no access to e-mail, it is recommended 
that you set up the Out of Office automatic e-mails in Outlook. 

The automatic reply should advise the sender that you are 
away from the office, the expected return date and whom to 
contact in case of an emergency.

When you set up the automatic replies, you will be prompted to 
add the start and end date and time of the automatic replies. 
The system will automatically turn this feature on and off 
during the specified times.

Recommended 
Automatic Reply
Hello, 
I am currently away from the office. I will 
respond to your message when I return on (date). 
Should you require immediate assistance, please 
contact (name, position, e-mail address).

Thank you,
(name)

Guidelines for Online Communication 
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Microsoft Teams and Other Live Chats
Live Chat provides an opportunity to answer 
inquiries and solve problems right when these are 
experienced by the student/stakeholder. When the 
person asks the question, a response can be given 
in seconds. The following are some guidelines:

•  Accept the chat request as soon as you receive it. 

•   If the student/stakeholder has entered their 
first name, use their name. If they didn’t, ask for 
their name as soon as you greet them. (This is 
not necessary when using the Microsoft Teams 
chat functionality as the name of the individual 
automatically appears in the chat box).

•   Once you know their name, use it throughout the 
conversation.

•   Greet the student/stakeholder (e.g. “Hi Peter, 
thank you for contacting the University of 
Windsor, this is Stephanie, how may I help you 
today?”). When using the Microsoft Teams chat 
functionality be guided by the content of the 
person who initiated the chat.

•   Read the chat subject carefully. If the subject 
is not clear, probe the student/stakeholder for 
more information. (Please note, when using the 
Microsoft Teams chat functionality, there is no 
subject line).

•   Ask questions, do not make assumptions about 
the issue/concern. When in doubt, it is a good 
practice to check for understanding before 
offering solutions. 

•   If the query is complex or the individual has 
entered many queries at once, it is recommended 
to address one query at a time after the individual 
has finished typing. 

•   Show empathy in your responses, use simple 
and clear language, keep the responses 
straightforward, precise and remember to 
proofread. 

•   Use emojis sparingly only when the overall mood 
of the conversation is friendly. 

•   Avoid using all CAPS, abbreviations and 
acronyms.

•   Try to keep your messages short so that the 
student/stakeholder does not have to keep 
waiting for a response.

•   If you need time to investigate a query or you 
need to consult another member of your team, 
let the student/stakeholder know. Ask for and/
or confirm their contact information and offer to 
connect back later.

•   Should the query be best resolved face-
to-face or over the telephone, advise the 
student/stakeholder and confirm their contact 
information.

•   Avoid an abrupt end to the chat. Rather than 
saying goodbye ask if there is anything else you 
can help with. If they say no, end the chat with: 
“Thank you (name), I will close the chat for now. 
Have a nice day”.
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WELCOME
We are ambassadors of the University of Windsor. Our 
interactions with students/stakeholders, and particularly how 
we greet them, send the message that we are proud of our 
University and the service we provide. The greeting also sets 
the tone for the service encounter.

The following are some guidelines for making our students/
stakeholders feel welcome:

•   Offer your assistance promptly. If this is not possible, 
acknowledge the student/stakeholder and advise them that 
you will be with them shortly.

•   Greet the student/stakeholder in a timely manner, smile and 
make eye contact (e.g. “Good morning! How may I help you?”).

•  Project a friendly, enthusiastic and professional attitude. 

•   Ask how the student/stakeholder would like to be addressed, 
be mindful of personal space. 

•   Pronounce their name correctly. If the name is difficult 
to pronounce, ask the student/stakeholder to clarify the 
pronunciation.

•   Focus on the interaction, avoid letting yourself be distracted 
by e-mail message alerts, telephone calls or conversations 
that may be taking place around you. 

DELIVER
The key to providing exceptional service is grounded on our 
communication and problem-solving skills as well as critical 
thinking abilities. The following are some guidelines:

•  Maintain eye contact.

•   Be patient, tactful, polite and courteous throughout your 
interaction.

•   Speak clearly, at a suitable speed and volume level and be 
mindful of your tone.

•   Know your audience, avoid using University jargon and 
acronyms that they may not understand.

•   Be alert to the non-verbal cues that the student/stakeholder 
is sending and ask questions to ensure understanding.

•   Stay focused on the service encounter. If you need to take a 
telephone call, or if someone interrupts you, excuse yourself 
and address the disruption.

•   Demonstrate active listening by giving your full attention and 
projecting sincerity verbally and non-verbally. Interrupt only 
to focus the conversation or to get clarification.

•   Repeat the issue/inquiry to the person in your own words to 
ensure understanding (e.g. “If I understand correctly, what you 
are asking is…”). 

•   Respond with empathy and ask open ended questions 
to enhance understanding of the situation and to help 
formulate possible solutions. 

•   Take the time to provide informative explanations and 
describe what you can do and discuss any limitations. 

•   Be solution oriented; try to find alternatives to address the 
issue/inquiry.

•   Refrain from using the word “cannot”. There is always 
something we can do, or at least try to do for our students/
stakeholders (e.g. Instead of, “I cannot do that,” say, “I will do 
my best to explore possible solutions”).

•   Summarize the conversation, get agreement on the solution/
next steps. 

•   If you need time to explore possible alternatives, make 
the necessary arrangements to get back to the student/
stakeholder and advise them of the expected timeline.

Guidelines for In-Person Interactions

Handling Busy Times
There may be occasions when service cannot be provided 
promptly. The following are some guidelines:

•   Communicate effectively the wait times. For example, have 
signage posted or have an increased wait time alert on the 
departmental website.

•   If there is a long line of people waiting, serve each person 
as promptly as possible but do not rush through the 
interaction.

•   Remain calm and make eye contact with the people in line 
to acknowledge that they are waiting. 

•   When it is the turn of the next person in line, apologize for 
the wait and promptly start assisting them (e.g. “I am sorry 
for the wait; what may I help you with?”).

•   If you determine that the matter at hand is complex and 
may further impact the wait time, contact your supervisor 
for guidance. In these instances, it may be appropriate 
for your supervisor to assist the student/stakeholder or 
an appointment may need to be scheduled  to properly 
address the issue.
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WELCOME
Our callers gain an impression about the University within 
a few seconds of contacting us. The following are some 
guidelines for greeting our students/stakeholders over the 
telephone:

•  Take a breath before answering the telephone.

•   Smile, it comes across when you speak over the telephone 
and makes the caller feel more at ease.

•   Answer the call warmly and clearly, identify yourself and 
your department. This gives the caller some reference 
should they need to call again (e.g. “Good Morning, this is 
Mary from Finance speaking, how may I help you?”).

•   Ask the caller’s name and use it often throughout the 
conversation to build rapport.  

•   Validate who you are speaking to as per established 
departmental practices. For instance, asking for their 
student number.

•   Pronounce their name correctly and, if required, ask them to 
clarify the pronunciation.

•   Focus on the interaction, avoid letting yourself be distracted 
by e-mail message alerts or conversations that may be 
taking place around you. 

DELIVER
In addition to the guidelines outlined in the In-person 
Interactions:

•   Be mindful of your tone, particularly when asked questions 
that you have answered many times that day. Be patient; 
remember that this is the first time the caller asked this 
question.

•   Write down key information/details about the call to help  
you stay focused and to summarize the inquiry/concern.

•   Demonstrate that you are listening actively by saying  
“Yes”, “That’s good”, “I see”, “I understand”.

•   If you need to put the caller on hold to gather additional 
information or to consult others, ask for permission and 
when you resume the conversation, thank them for their 
patience (e.g. “Mr. Smith, may I put you on hold for a moment 
while I look into your inquiry? “Thank you for holding  
Mr. Smith”).

•   If you expect the hold to be long or you realize that it will  
take longer than expected, go back to the caller and give 
them the choice of continuing to hold or to be called back. 
Ensure that you have the correct call back number before 
ending the call. This may be particularly important when 
students/stakeholders are calling from outside of Canada.

Guidelines for Telephone Interactions

Voicemail Message Best Practices
•   Ensure that your voicemail message clearly 

indicates whom the caller has reached and 
which department. This will reduce the chances 
of getting messages that are intended for a 
different person or department. 

•   Respond to your voicemail messages within 
one business day. This demonstrates excellent 
service and courtesy.

•   Should you be away from your office/desk for 
more than one business day, ensure that your 

voicemail message indicates your expected 
return date and an alternate contact (temporary 
greeting).

•   Recommended Temporary Greeting: You 
have reached the voicemail of (name, position 
and department). I am currently away from the 
office, returning on (date). Should you require 
assistance while I am away please contact (Name) 
at (extension number). Thank you.
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REFER/TRANSITION
As part of your service interaction, you may need to transfer 
the caller to another person within or outside of your 
department. The following are some call transfer guidelines:

•   Explain to the student/stakeholder why you need to transfer 
the call. Provide them with an option of calling the new 
number/extension directly or being transferred. 

•   Avoid unnecessary transfers. Contact the individual or 
department before transferring the call to ensure accurate 
transfers.

•   Always provide the caller with the name, department and 
extension of the person you are transferring the call to in 
case the call gets accidentally disconnected. 

•   When appropriate/possible, speak with the person you are 
transferring the call to ahead of the transfer to provide 
background information so that the student/stakeholder 
does not have to repeat what they just told you. 

CONCLUDE
The following are some guidelines for ending the telephone 
conversation:

•   Ask the caller if there is anything further you can assist  
them with. 

•   Repeat your name and extension and remind them of the 
hours of operation should they need to contact you for 
further assistance.

•   Thank the caller and wish them a good day (e.g. “Thank you 
for calling the University of Windsor, have a wonderful day”).

•  Be the last one to hang up.

Handling Busy Times
There may be times where calls or 
voicemail messages cannot be addressed 
promptly. The following are some 
guidelines:

•   Include a service delay alert in your 
voicemail message and advise callers of 
the estimated timeline for responding 
to voicemail messages (e.g. “Thank you 
for contacting (name). Please be advised 
that due to the high volume of calls, we will 
respond to your voicemail message within 
3 business days”).  

•   Include in the voicemail message whom 
they should contact or what they need to 
do in case of an emergency. 

•   When you respond to the voicemail 
message, apologize for the delay and 
thank the caller for their patience.

•   Review your voicemail message 
regularly to ensure it is up to date.

These guidelines should be used sparingly 
as we should strive to serving our 
students/stakeholders in a timely fashion.
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REFER/TRANSITION
Should a referral to another person/department be required:

•   Explain to the student/stakeholder the reason for the 
referral.

•   Ensure appropriate referrals. It is a good practice to call 
the person/department first before sending the student/
stakeholder. This will minimize the “run-around”.

•   Refer to a campus map to illustrate the location of the place 
you are sending the student/stakeholder to; provide in 
writing the name of the individual, department and contact 
information.

CONCLUDE
After addressing the inquiry/issue, we have an opportunity to 
make our students/stakeholders feel that they matter and that 
we care by following these guidelines:

•   Before closing the encounter, ensure that the student/
stakeholder does not have any additional questions  
(e.g. “Is there anything else I can assist/help you with today?”).

•   Thank the student/stakeholder for coming and wish them  
a good day.

•   Leave them with the feeling that they are welcome to come 
again. (e.g. “Feel free to come back should you need any further 
assistance.”)



12 UWINDSOR.CA/SERVICEEXCELLENCE

From time to time, students/stakeholders may behave in ways that could be described as difficult. These behaviours may be 
manifested because of a wide array of reasons including feeling that:

•  The University has let them down

•   Some part of our core service has failed them, or they perceive it has failed them

•  They have been treated with rudeness, indifference

•  Their integrity has been questioned

Follow the steps listed below to manage difficult service interactions:

Managing Difficult Service Interactions

STEP PRACTICAL TIPS

Remain calm and in control •   Do not take the anger/emotions of the student/stakeholder personally. Remember that 
feelings are never right or wrong, they are simply feelings. 

•   Adjust your mindset and take control of your emotions.

•  Do not become defensive.

•   Learn to respond not react. Reacting is quick, thoughtless, tense and aggressive. 
Responding involves making a conscious decision to control your behaviour; it is calm 
and non-threatening.

•  Stay composed under pressure. We all experience stress and pressure differently. 

Hear the student/stakeholder out When a student/stakeholder is upset, they want to vent:
•   Encourage them to tell you the situation. Listen actively. Use non-verbal encouragers 

(e.g. nod of the head or positive facial expressions) and minimal verbal responses. 

•   Do not interrupt or try to placate them while they are venting by saying: “calm down”,  
“it is not our policy”, “I cannot”.

•   Do not start addressing the concern until you have listened, heard and understood the 
issue from the student/stakeholder’s perspective. 

Acknowledge the student/
stakeholder’s feelings

•   A student/stakeholder needs to feel that you care and that you fully understand the 
situation.

•   When the student/stakeholder finishes sharing their perspective, acknowledge the 
student/stakeholder’s feelings (e.g. frustration, anger, etc.) and demonstrate empathy. 
This does not mean that you agree with the person, it acknowledges that you recognize 
their feelings. Use phrases such as:

o   “I can see why you feel that way”

o   “That must be very upsetting”

o   “I understand how frustrating this might be”

•   Use their name and communicate your desire to do all you can to resolve the issue.

•   When appropriate, apologize for the situation. Apologizing demonstrates respect.  
It does not mean agreement or that you take blame for the situation. 

Summarize and ask for 
confirmation

•   Paraphrase what the student/stakeholder said and ask for confirmation.

•   It shows the student/stakeholder that you listened and understood the issue. It also 
gives the student/stakeholder an opportunity to clarify/expand.

•   If you need more details, ask open-ended questions (e.g. “Tell me more…”, “Help me 
understand…”).
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KNOW WHEN TO STOP THE INTERACTION
•   Providing good service does not mean that you have to be 

subject to disrespectful behavior (e.g. verbal abuse, offensive 
language, yelling).

•   Ask the student/stakeholder to stop the behavior  
(e.g. “I apologize Ms. Lee but if you continue to use this 
language, I will be forced to end this call/ask you to leave”). 

•  If you feel that a situation could become violent:
o  Immediately terminate the interaction
o  Walk away and get help
o  Alert your supervisor 

TAKING CARE OF YOURSELF
After a stressful service interaction, take the time to compose 
yourself. The following are some strategies:

•  Do some deep breathing exercises

•  Go for a brief walk/stretch

•  Drink some water

•  Talk to your supervisor or a colleague 

•   Think about what you did well and what you may want to  
do differently in the future

STEP PRACTICAL TIPS

Begin to problem solve •  Reassure the student/stakeholder that you want to help.

•  Describe what you can do and any limitations.

•  Provide alternatives if possible.

•  Agree on a solution and summarize next steps.

•   Do not make promises that you cannot fulfill and follow-thru on agreed upon actions. 

•   Contact your supervisor if higher authority is needed to resolve the issue. Provide your 
supervisor the background information so that the student/stakeholder does not have to 
repeat what they shared with you. 

Violence Prevention
The University of Windsor is committed to providing a safe learning and work environment 
and maintaining a workplace that is violence free. Review the Violence Prevention Policy and 
resources: www.uwindsor.ca/safety.
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USING INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE IN OUR 
INTERACTIONS
(The information contained in this section has been 
reproduced, with adaptations, with permission from the 
University of Victoria)

Language is a powerful tool for communicating inclusivity both 
verbally and in writing. Language is not neutral; it is closely 
tied to the personality of the communicator and the culture and 
society in which it is used.

Inclusive communication that respects and embraces all 
people is free from sexist, racist and other discriminatory 
language. Inclusive communication does not inadvertently 
exclude groups; it avoids stereotypes, loaded words and 
patronizing descriptors.

Preferred terms change as language evolves. That is why 
it is a good practice when communicating to ask students/
stakeholders how they would like to be identified as their 
preferred pronouns and/or name might not match official 
records. 

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
The language/terminology should be guided by the preference 
of the individual(s) concerned.

The following are some guidelines:

•   Capitalize terms referring to a specific Indigenous group 
(e.g. First Nations).

•   Indigenous is usually the preferred term. It is widely seen 
to recognize a global community of Indigenous Peoples 
and includes a wider range of people than those who are 
specifically governed by colonial legislation in Canada.

•   Aboriginal Peoples is a term used in legislation to refer to 
the Aboriginal Peoples of Canada and is legally inclusive of 
Métis, First Nations and Inuit.

•   Avoid using terms of ownership of people, such as “our 
indigenous people”.

SEXUALITY, GENDER IDENTITY AND GENDER 
EXPRESSION
Male, female and intersex are sex categories, while gender 
categories include men, women, trans, non-binary and two 
spirit, among others. 

The following are some guidelines:

•   During all interactions, be guided by the preference of those 
concerned.

•   Ask the individual what their preferred pronoun is (e.g. he, 
she, they, zie). Avoid exclusionary defaults such as using the 
masculine pronoun as a generic pronoun.

•   Use inclusive terms rather than those that make sex 
distinctions. For example, humankind rather than mankind.

•   Use parallel references to sexes (women and men; husband 
and wife) only where all-inclusive terms such as people, 
spouses or partners are not appropriate based on context. 

•   Avoid using s/he, he/she or him/her. Consider the use of 
plural nouns or pronouns instead (e.g. they, them).  

•   “Gay” is often used to refer only to gay men but can also 
include others. Additional preferred terms include lesbian, 
bi or bisexual, transgender, transsexual, trans, trans man, 
trans woman, intersex, two spirit, queer, genderqueer, 
gender-questioning and bigender.

•   When referring to partners, “same-sex partners” is 
preferable to homosexual or gay. 

•   Transgender is used to embrace both transgendered and 
transsexual people and is often abbreviated as “trans” or 
combined with other gender terms (e.g. trans man, trans 
woman).

•   Avoid the term “sexual preference” as preference suggests 
a choice and most people do not see their sexuality as 
a choice. Many prefer to speak of sexual orientation or 
sexuality.

Words Matter

The University of Windsor sits on the traditional territory of the Three Fires Confederacy of 
First Nations, which includes the Ojibwa, the Odawa, and the Potawatomie.
www.uwindsor.ca/indigenous-peoples
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MENTAL AND PHYSICAL DISABILITIES
•  Be guided by the preference of those concerned. 

•   Avoid defining people by their disorders or depersonalizing 
people by turning descriptors into nouns (e.g. “the disabled,” 
“the blind,” “an epileptic,” “a schizophrenic”).

•   Use people centric language, the disability does not define 
the person (e.g. person with a visual impairment, individual 
diagnosed with a mental illness).

•   “Visual impairment” or “sight impairment” are often used to 
indicate some loss of vision or as alternatives to “blind.” Be 
aware that some individuals or groups may dislike the use 
of “impaired.” Preferred terms are “deaf” or “hard of hearing” 
rather than “hearing impaired.”

•   Use factual rather than negative or value-laden references. 
A person may have a condition but may not necessarily 
“suffer” from it. For example: “wheelchair user” rather than 
“wheelchair-bound person”, “someone who had a stroke” 
rather than “stroke victim”.

•   There is often a societal stigma attached to mental illness 
or disability which makes some people wary of disclosing 
their condition or referring to it as a mental or psychiatric 
disability. Some prefer the terms “invisible,” “unapparent,” 
“non-apparent” or “non-physical disabilities.” 

RACE AND ETHNICITY
•  Be guided by the preference of those concerned.

•   Only reference someone’s ethnic/cultural background 
when it is appropriate for the context. If you need to make 
reference, use people-centric language (e.g. a person of 
Lebanese background).

•   Avoid making someone’s culture invisible by using umbrella 
terms (e.g. Asians). Instead refer to the person’s ethnicity 
where appropriate (e.g. Chinese, Indonesian).

•   For race, some people prefer the terms “racialized women 
and men” or “person of colour.” The term “racialized” is 
useful when referring to individuals or groups who question 
or reject the validity of the concept of “race” imposed upon 
them as a category of identity.

•   The use of the term “visible minority” is complicated, because 
minority status is relative and depends on which geographic 
area a person is in. Those in Canada who may be considered 
a racialized or visible minority are likely to be considered in 
the majority in some parts of the country or other parts of 
the world.

AGE
•   Only refer to age when it is relevant to the context. If you 

need to make reference to age, use people-centric language 
(e.g. older adults or younger people). 

INSTEAD OF: USE:

Disabled, handicapped Person who is disabled

Blind, visually impaired Person with a visual disability

Physically challenged Person with a physical disability

Deaf, hearing impaired Person who is hard of hearing

Mentally retarded Person with an intellectual disability

Normal Person without a disability

Handicapped parking/washrooms Accessible parking/washrooms
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Culture is defined as learned patters of behaviours and 
attitudes shared by a group of people (Martin, 2010). 
Culture impacts all aspects of a person’s life including their 
communication style. In order to effectively serve students/
stakeholders from a wide array of cultural groups, it is 
important to:

•   Learn about other cultures to enhance understanding of how 
other cultures communicate and perceive the world around  
them. In doing so, remember not to use generalizations to 
judge, stereotype, oversimplify or categorize. 

•   No two individuals are alike. People have a plethora of 
cultural identities. Generalizations about a culture should 
only be viewed as statements of likelihood but not certainty.  

•   Recognize your own views about other cultures, where they 
stem from and how they may influence your interactions 
with others.

•   Enhance your awareness of your values, assumptions and 
biases. Manage your hidden biases and identify strategies to 
prevent them from being expressed through behaviour. 

•   Suspend judgement and attempt to look at the situation from 
the other person’s perspective.

COMMUNICATING WITH INDIVIDUALS FOR WHOM 
ENGLISH IS A SECOND LANGUAGE
The following are some examples of tips to keep in mind when 
communicating with individuals for whom English is a second 
language:

•   Smile. A smile can put the student/stakeholder at ease and 
make them feel more comfortable as they communicate 
with you but be mindful that a smile can be misinterpreted 
by people from other cultures as it may signal being 
embarrassed or uncomfortable. 

•   Be aware that other cultures have different standards 
regarding body language including touching, eye contact, 
facial expressions and personal space. For example, do not 
assume that someone is not being truthful because they are 
avoiding eye contact.

•   Speak at an appropriate pace. Speaking fast may make it 
difficult for the person to keep up with the conversation. 
However, be careful not to slow down your speech too much 
as it may come across as condescending. 

•   Enunciate clearly. Exaggerated pronunciations will not help 
the listener and in some cases may cause more confusion.

•   Do not speak louder. Speaking at a higher volume will not 
help understanding. This may be perceived as offensive or 
embarrassing.

•   Try not to ask double questions such as, “Do you want to 
register for this course or what do you want me to do?” Ask one 
question at a time in order to provide the listener with an 
opportunity to answer each question separately. 

•   Say “yes” or “no”, not “Uh-huh”, as these expressions are not 
commonly taught when you are learning English as a second 
language. 

•   Avoid slang expressions and acronyms. People whose first 
language is other than English, regardless of their education 
level, will not have a complete knowledge of slang, idioms 
and acronyms. They may understand the words being said 
but may miss the combined meaning.

•   Avoid using contractions. Rather than “can’t” say “cannot”.

•   Be careful with using humour. In many cultures, 
professionalism and protocol are constantly observed. When 
using humour, consider whether it will be understood in the 
other culture.

•   If you are unsure of whether something has been 
understood, paraphrase it or write it down. It is always a 
good practice to ask the individual to repeat the instructions/
next steps provided.

•   Do not assume that silence means lack of understanding. 
In some cultures, it is considered polite to pause for a few 
seconds before responding to a question.

•   Do not make people feel rushed. This may make them 
more nervous thus impacting their ability to communicate 
effectively. 

Cross-cultural Communication
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Accessible customer service is providing service with the 
understanding that each individual may need a slightly different 
type of accommodation. For example, a person with a visual 
disability may need to have information read aloud; an individual 
with a learning disability may need to have instructions written 
down; and someone who uses a wheelchair may need help 
finding an accessible route. 

Accessible customer service is good customer service: 
courteous, helpful and prompt (Office of Human Rights, Equity 
& Accessibility (OHREA), 2017).

In order to provide excellent service to persons with disabilities 
always start with people first. In communication that means 
saying “person with a disability” rather than “disabled person”. 
During the interaction it means addressing the person’s service 
needs rather than focusing on the disability. 

It is important not to make assumptions about an individual’s 
disability and to keep in mind that all disabilities are not always 
visible. 

The following are some service delivery best practices and tips:

SERVING PEOPLE WITH VISION DISABILITIES
•   When greeting the person, identify yourself and introduce 

others who may be present. Do not assume the student/
stakeholder cannot see you.

•   Speak directly to the person, normally and clearly.
•   Answer all questions verbally, do not rely on body language.
•   If you are taking the person to another area, offer your 

elbow to guide. If they accept, walk slowly slightly ahead and 
describe the layout of the area, especially any obstacles such 
as stairs or furniture. 

•   Be precise and descriptive with information.
•   If you are stepping away from the desk/office, advise the 

student/stakeholder that you are leaving.
•   When possible, provide information in alternate format.

SERVING PEOPLE WITH PHYSICAL DISABILITIES 
AFFECTING MOBILITY
•   Speak directly to the person.
•   If the person is using a wheelchair:

o   Put yourself at eye-level. 
o   If you are working behind a counter which may be too high 

or wide to be reached by an individual in a wheelchair, step 
around it to assist them. 

o   Respect their personal space. Do not touch, lean on, or 
push the wheelchair unless it is an emergency. 

•   Provide seating for those individuals who may not be able to 
stand in line.

•  Ask before you help and respect personal space.
•   Do not touch any assistive devices or move any of their 

personal items unless it is an emergency.

•   Be mindful of furniture or any other items that may be an 
obstacle or a hazard. 

SERVING PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES THAT 
AFFECT SPEECH
•  If possible, communicate in a quiet environment.
•   Do not assume that because the person has difficulty 

speaking that they also have an intellectual disability.
•   Give the student/stakeholder the time to get their point 

across, be patient. Do not interrupt or finish their sentences.
•  Ask questions that can be answered ‘yes’ or ‘no’, if possible.
•   You may want to use pen and paper to help with the 

interaction.

SERVING PEOPLE WITH A DEAFBLIND DISABILITY 
•   Speak directly to the student/stakeholder, not the support 

person.
•  Identify yourself to the support person.
•   The student/stakeholder may advise you how you should 

communicate with them, sometimes using an assistance 
card or a note.

•   Be patient, understand that the service interaction may take 
some additional time.

SERVING PEOPLE WITH HEARING DISABILITIES
•   Attract the student/stakeholder’s attention before speaking. 

Wave or gently touch the person on the shoulder or arm and 
say hello.

•  Look directly at the person.
•   Let the person take the lead in establishing the 

communication mode, such as lip-reading, sign-language  
or writing notes.

•   Speak clearly, keep your hands away from your face. Always 
ensure that you are facing the person when you speak to 
them so they can read your lips if required.

•  Reduce background noise.

Accessible Customer Service 

Take the time to ask, “How may I help you?”

Ask – do not assume

Listen and speak directly to a person with  
a disability

Know how to accommodate

(OHREA, 2017)
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SERVING PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL OR 
DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES
•   Do not assume what the student/stakeholder can and cannot 

do. Ask how you can help.

•  Speak naturally, clearly and directly to the person.

•   Use plain language, simpler concepts and step-by-step 
instructions.

•  Take your time; be patient.

SERVING PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES
•   Be patient; people with certain learning disabilities may take 

a little longer to understand and respond. 

•   Demonstrate a willingness to assist and to find the best way 
to communicate.

•   Speak normally, clearly and directly to the student/
stakeholder.

•   Be prepared to offer additional explanations to any materials 
you provide.

•   Deliver information in a way that works for the person, such 
as pen and paper.

SERVING PEOPLE WITH MENTAL HEALTH 
DISABILITIES
•   Do not make assumptions about a person’s abilities.  

Ask how you may help.

•  Be confident and reassuring.

•  Be patient and not confrontational.

•   Stay calm and courteous even if the student/stakeholder 
exhibits unusual behaviour.

Visit the Office of Human Rights, Equity and Accessibility 
(OHREA) website at www.uwindsor.ca/ohrea/accessibility for 
more information on:

•   Accessible Customer Service (Handbook and Learning 
Module)

•   Accessible and Inclusive Event Planning (Inclusive Meeting/
Event Checklist)

•  Creating Accessible Documents (Word, PDF and PPT)

Student Accessibility Services
The University of Windsor strives to provide a welcoming and supportive environment for 
students with disabilities. Student Accessibility Services assists students with disabilities in a 
variety of ways. Given that each student’s needs are unique, services and accommodations are 
established individually as per the documentation provided.  Advisors:

•   Assess requests for accommodations, based on each student’s submitted documentation

•   Recommend and provide reasonable and appropriate accommodations, academic 
adjustments, and/or support services for students with disabilities

•   Assist students in communicating with faculty (when needed) about their disability and 
required accommodations

A complete list of services, required documentation and contact information can be found at:  
www.uwindsor.ca/studentaccessibility



19 UWINDSOR.CA/SERVICEEXCELLENCE

Foundational to all pursuits in both academic and day-to-day 
life is one’s experience of mental health. According to the 
Government of Canada (2006), mental health can be defined as 
“the capacities of each and all of us to feel, think, and act in ways 
that enhance our ability to enjoy life and deal with the challenges 
we face. It is a positive sense of emotional and spiritual well-being 
that respects the importance of culture, equity, social justice, 
interconnections, and personal dignity”. 

Faculty and staff are often in a position to identify students who 
may be “at risk.” Recognizing the signs of emotional distress 
and responding with interest and concern in a timely manner 
may be a critical factor in helping students resolve problems 
that may be impacting their academic and personal life.  

IDENTIFYING STUDENTS IN DISTRESS
You may be the first person to see signs that a student is in 
distress or they may come to you specifically for help. In these 
instances, your role is not to diagnose or treat students, but you 
are in a position to connect them to resources available. Early 
intervention plays a key role in helping students get back on 
track. Go to the Student Wellness website at www.uwindsor.
ca/wellness to learn about the many resources and supports 
available to students.  

The following are some of the common signs of distress, from 
mild to severe: 

Possible Indicators of Distress

•   Significant changes in mood, behaviour, or appearance 
(hygiene or dress).

•  Appears agitated, sad, worried, or anxious.
•  Expresses hopelessness or references suicide or self-harm.
•  Mental health appears to be significantly deteriorating.
•  Indicates current or past experience of violence or trauma.

Possible Indicators of Safety Concerns

•  Violent, destructive, or erratic behaviour.
•   Immediate safety concern related to suicidal thoughts or 

behaviours.
•  Medical emergency, including drugs or alcohol.
•  Aggressive or threatening behaviour with high risk of harm.

Regardless of the circumstances or context, any reference to 
thoughts of suicide should be taken seriously. 

RESPONDING TO STUDENTS IN DISTRESS – 
HAVING A SUPPORTIVE CONVERSATION 
 1. Ask

•   Trust your instincts.  It is okay to ask and express concern. 
•   Do not make assumptions. Stick to observable behaviours. 
•   Be specific about the observable behaviour that worries  

you. For instance, “I have noticed that you seem distracted  
and upset lately and I am concerned about you.”

2. Support

•  Listen with an open mind. 
•  Ask questions to help understand the situation. 
•  Acknowledge thoughts and feelings. 
•  Offer hope and help. 
•   Paraphrase and summarize to reflect your understanding. 

For instance, “It sounds like you are feeling overwhelmed, can  
I connect you with a resource for help?”

3.  Refer

•   Point out that help is available and seeking help is a sign  
of strength. 

•   Provide information about resources including 24-hour 
support options. 

•   Offer to help connect the student with resources. For 
instance, “If you would like, we can call and book the 
appointment while you are here with me.”

•   Access expert advice when needed. There may be times 
when you need more advice about how to support a student 
in distress. For more severe and urgent concerns, you can 
consult with the Student Counselling Centre or submit 
a Care Alert Form to notify the University of Windsor 
Assessment and Care Team who will follow up with the 
student to develop a personal care plan. 

4.  Follow-up

•   Respect the decision to accept or refuse help (except in 
emergencies, when the student shows indicators of safety 
concerns). For instance, “I respect your decision. I hope you 
will keep these options in mind. My door is always open.”

•   If appropriate, check in with the student later to see if they 
need further assistance. 

•  Practice self-care and seek personal support as needed. 

Supporting Students with Mental Health Concerns

If safety concerns are present, including immediate thoughts of suicide, take the following actions:

•  If the person is on campus, call Campus Police 519-253-3000 ext. 4444.

•   If the person is off-campus, dial 911. Then fill out the Care Alert Form and the Assessment and 
Care Team will follow up within 24 hours.
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WEBSITES
Carleton University: https://carleton.ca/service-excellence/

Central Michigan University: https://www.cmich.edu/fas/hr/serviceexcellence

Government of Canada: https://www.noslangues-ourlanguages.gc.ca/en/blogue-blog/inclusifs-gender-inclusive-
eng?wbdisable=true

Montana State University: http://www.montana.edu/serviceexcellence 

Reve Chat: https://www.revechat.com/blog/live-chat-etiquette/

Saint Xavier University: https://www.sxu.edu/about/governance/president/service-excellence

University of Ottawa: https://excellence.uottawa.ca/en

University System of Georgia: https://www.usg.edu/service_excellence/

University of Victoria: https://www.uvic.ca/brand/story/style/inclusivity/index.php

University of Windsor: http://www.uwindsor.ca/studentexperience/wellness, http://www.uwindsor.ca/studentexperience 
/299/students-concern, http://www.uwindsor.ca/studentcounselling/, http://www.uwindsor.ca/ohrea/

To access online resources including the Care Alert Form visit www.uwindsor.ca/wellness/
faculty-staff-resources or contact wellness@uwindsor.ca.

Student Counselling Centre (SCC)

To access online resources go to www.uwindsor.ca/studentcounselling or contact the SCC at 
scc@uwindsor.ca or by telephone (519) 253-3000 EXT. 4616. 

Student Health Services (SHS)

To access online resources, go to www.uwindsor.ca/health or contact the SHS by telephone  
(519) 253-3000 EXT. 7002.

Wellness Outreach Office

Resources Consulted


