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In the beginning, call centres were established as a means to better manage incoming calls from the

public. As technology has evolved, contact centres have begun to replace call centres. Contact centres

manage multiple channels of contact, from voice calls, to emails through to letters and faxes. Often, these

terms are used inter-changeably to imply a means of managing contact with the public. Whichever term is

used, it is crucially important to recognise that a contact centre is about customer service. The reason for

this will soon become clear.

A Key Contact Medium

Eighty-two percent of the population feel they
would be more inclined to trust government if they
communicated better.’

The dominant method that people use for contacting
local councils is the telephone, regardless of their age,
sex, region or social status. The only exception to this
would be the use of direct debit to pay council bills.?
Bearing this in mind, it is rather surprising to learn that
a study in one Metropolitan Council found that more
than 25 percent of calls to the authority were
unsuccessful.? This suggests that local government
should embrace the concept of contact centres and
other telephony-based services to meet the clear
demand for use of the telephone across all regions and
demographics.*

Contact centres are not the sweatshops that this

term calls to mind; instead a contact centre implies an
approach whereby a group of people work together to
handle customer inquiries and requests from incoming
callers. In short, contact centres are a means of
delivering good customer service.

Establishing a contact centre does not constitute
requiring large groups of people to work in a fixed
facility. Contact centres can instead be established
with small groups, with as few as five people, working
together, or remotely, to handle customer inquiries. The
key to this concept is that a contact centre provides you
with the means to centralise contact into the Council;
the benefits of which are both tangible and rewarding.
To begin with, the correct implementation and
operation of a contact centre can ultimately deliver
cost efficiencies for the Council. Perhaps more
significantly, the Council can expect to improve

public satisfaction with their services as customers
receive more personalised and prompt response

from the Council.

This primer sets out to provide guidance on how to
successfully implement and operate a local government
contact centre. A number of examples of best practices
are given to illustrate how different approaches can

be taken to operate a superior contact centre in

local government.
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Of those who rated their call to government

as good or excellent, the most common
occurrences cited were polite and knowledgeable
staff (88 percent), getting a proper answer to their
query shortly after being transferred (84 percent)
and being able to get all the information they
needed (83 percent).®

Staff are Your Greatest Asset

Employ staff who have the right attitude towards
customer service. This means that staff should be
capable of handling a customer-facing role. It is
important to consider recruiting outside the Council
for people who have the right attitude and capacity
to handle multiple tasks with a desire to be in a
continuous learning environment. If this is not
possible, be absolutely sure that the staff who are to
be re-deployed to the contact centre are capable of
working with customers and demonstrate a positive
attitude towards dealing with the public.

The contact centre is the crown jewel of customer service
and the staff within the contact centre should be treated
accordingly. Staff taking on the role of a customer
service representative should not be undervalued. The
role requires a broad set of skills, from problem solving
to conflict resolution and requires the capacity to
understand all aspects of your organisation.

Empowerment

There are many approaches that can be taken to manage
the issues that are encountered by the contact centre
and it will be important that the approach taken will
reflect the culture of the Council. It is fundamental that
customer service representatives (CSRs) are empowered
to resolve problems. Regardless of the approach taken,
the CSR must be given the authority to resolve queries
and respond to minor requests.

The Council can opt for a cradle to grave approach,
whereby the CSR takes the issue or the request from

its inception to its ultimate resolution. This approach
requires intensive training and significant co-operation
on the part of the respective business units to support
the CSR in closing the enquiry / request. This may involve
the CSR working across multiple business units for more
complicated requests. The benefit of this approach is that
the customer has one point of contact for their request
and with such ownership, it can be expected to be
managed effectively. For complex requests, this approach
works best, as the request / issue is less likely to be lost
in the system due to lack of ownership.

The second approach provides the CSR with the
authority to resolve routine inquiries and requests, such
as requests for general information and forms. Through
consultation with respective business units, generic tasks
can be centralised to the contact centre to enable service
delivery staff to manage more complex tasks.

This approach will also require extensive co-operation
on the part of the business units. However, the benefit
of this approach is that service delivery staff will be
more effective as they will only be managing the
more complex problems that arise. In turn, they will
be more productive as the CSRs will now manage
routine inquiries.

Overcoming FUD (Fear. Uncertainty. Doubt.)

There is a great deal of FUD that will have to be
overcome to be successful in establishing a contact
centre as your central focus of customer service for the
Council. Corporate buy-in and sponsorship is a must. The
Council must mean business in taking customer service
seriously and executive leadership must mean more than
rhetoric in making this happen.

Service Areas must be consulted and must be an integral
part of the process. After all, it is their service that is at
stake. It will be important to assuage concerns about
job loss and the message about the importance of the
contact centre as a means to improve service delivery
must be conveyed.
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The first question that is raised by stakeholders, such

as Service Heads, is where is the resource for the contact
centre coming from? The answer is that a contact centre
is a way of using existing resources in a more intelligent
way. A contact centre enjoys economies of scale,
especially when agents are multi-skilled (i.e., able to
take calls on all subjects), thereby reducing the number
of calls fielded by the Service Areas. By reducing the
number of calls they field, the Service Areas have more
time to get on with the role of delivering services. It
won't be easy and it won't happen overnight, but with
the right commitment, the Council can successfully
deliver and operate a customer service centre.

A key part of this commitment will entail the adoption
of a business transformation model. A change
management program will facilitate the process of
moving to a customer-service approach. It will help

to identify champions of change and those who are
resistant. This will in turn help to determine a course
of action to turn resistance into acceptance. In terms
of ownership, this is best led by the IT department in
conjunction with the change management team and
treated as an IT project. As a major IT project, this
should be approached within an effective governance
framework supported by business, management and IT
expertise. Through this approach you will gain and retain
the trust of the stakeholders and will be able to deliver
on expectations.

Training
Soft skills are critical
o Awareness of issues of a sensitive nature
Political correctness
Conflict resolution
Problem solving
Clarity in communicating with the public

Technology

Staff must be trained to use the supporting technology.
Otherwise your investment in your people and the
technology is wasted. On-going training is necessary to
keep your team up to date on the changes occurring
within the Council. Strong communications with the
respective service areas will be key to this function. Staff
will also learn a good deal from one another, on the job
training is strongly encouraged to ensure that both soft
skills and technology-based skills are kept up to speed.

Customer Relationship Management

It is vital to understand that Customer Relationship
Management (CRM) is a business philosophy not just a
technology. Success requires a sound customer relations
strategy with supporting technology. Technology is not
the magic panacea. To be successful, the culture of the
Public Service must undergo change to become focused
on customer service delivery. To reiterate, in many cases,
staff are not accustomed to working in a front office
environment. However, the role of the CSR is critical to
the Council. Identifying staff who can perform this role
will be critical to your success. Technology plays an
important, but supporting role here and staff must be
given the training and the tools to do this job. Councils
will need to examine work flow and business processes
to identify where success lies and where improvements
and integration are required.

To move away from traditional ways of working,
business processes need to be assessed and aligned
with what technology can offer. It is crucial that the
culture of the public service moves in line with the
changes towards tighter processes and enhanced
customer service. Otherwise this investment will have
no impact. To ensure that the culture of the public
service moves in line with the business, it is important
to consider this as a Business Transformation Project.
While joining up services will be complex, it is important
to understand where technology adds value and where
it only serves to add cost and disruption to service
delivery. There will be occasions where the current way
of working will suffice, and pragmatism should weigh
heavily here. Technology is not always going to be

the answer.

One Number versus Multiple Numbers

Centralising contact into the Council using one number
is a key consideration. It means getting rid of the
numerous numbers identified with Council services,
which can relieve frustration on a caller’s behalf. This
will entail re-routing direct dial inward numbers (DDIs)
to the contact centre. It will also mean publishing the
new number on all Council publications. As the DDI
numbers are re-routed to the contact centre, this can
take place over time, curtailing the unnecessary expense
of re-publishing Council materials until stock expires.

Mitel Primer
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There may be service areas for which you will want to
consider keeping separate numbers:

e Social Services
e Housing

There are no right or wrong answers here, but simply

a matter of approach. In some cases, these areas may
constitute establishing contact centres in their own right.
The issues involved within social services and housing
are of a specialist and of a sensitive nature, and require
staff with the requisite skills and training.

Incremental versus Big Bang Approach

There are numerous schools of thought in bringing
services on board your contact centre. One approach
entails bringing all services on board at once. This
approach will require superior co-ordination and
significant buy-in from all respective service areas. In
both cases, business processes and workflow will need
to be outlined and demarcations of duty will need to
be clearly identified. Staff will need to be fully trained
on the duties they will be expected to perform and
knowledge transfer from the respective services

must be undertaken.

This is a large-scale project and getting it right will
require significant project management. To reiterate,

a project like this should be managed by the ICT
department as they have the experience and skills to
take this on successfully. It can be expected that there
is a risk of disruption in service delivery. It is perhaps
inevitable that certain service areas will not be
completely in congruence with the services being
delivered by the contact centre and it will be necessary
to devote time and management to overcome them.

The incremental approach is a more conservative means
to transition services to the contact centre. This approach
will be suitable for Councils who would find the big
bang approach too disruptive to council services. Under
this approach, the Council should identify what services
are most suitable to be brought into the contact centre
immediately and to develop a transition plan for other
services over time. This approach is quite attractive for
Councils who are planning on re-deploying existing staff
to the contact centre. Staff can be trained to work in the

contact centre and learn new subject areas over time. As
working in a customer-facing environment will be a new
experience for many staff, taking an incremental
approach provides staff with the time to become
acquainted with their new role. As they become more
experienced and confident, they will be better positioned
to take on new service areas to manage.

Over time, service areas become accustomed to this
new approach to customer service and are more likely
to transfer service delivery tasks to the contact centre.
Taking an incremental approach will also require
excellent project management skills and responsible
leadership and co-ordination. Again, it is strongly
recommended that this be considered an ICT project.

What is Contact Centre Management?

“The art of having the right number of skilled
people and supporting resources in place at the
right times to handle and accurately forecast
workload, at service level with quality”®

The UK Government spends over £350M per annum
operating contact centres, employing over 15,000 staff in
130 contact centres in which more than 95 million calls
are made. Yet nearly half of the contact centres lack the
information to understand the costs and the time
required dealing with calls. Furthermore, only half of the
contact centres have the information to determine if they
can offer better service.’

Contact Centre Management Tools are key to
understanding performance. Without these tools it is
impossible to understand whether the contact centre is
performing optimally, nor whether it is delivering value
for money. In this era where cost-efficiency is king,

it is critical to understand how your contact centre

is performing.
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Automated Call Distribution

Automated Call Distribution (ACD) is a function of

a telephone system that manages incoming calls and
handles them based on the number called and provides
associated handling instructions. An ACD is used to
validate callers, make outgoing responses or calls,
forward calls to the right party, allow callers to record
messages, gather usage statistics and balance the use
of phone lines.

An ACD system is used in conjunction with contact
centre management tools to provide you with features
such as basic call routing to the first available agent,
skills based routing, through to fully networked ACD
among multiple contact centre sites.

Call Volume Measurement

When establishing a contact centre, estimating call
volumes is no easy task. It is not always possible to
rely on historic information on call patterns as this
information may not exist, nor are you likely to have
reliable information on the number of calls abandoned.
Even where such information exists, it is not always a
reliable indicator of future calls.

The Importance of Estimating Call Traffic

Analysing call traffic is vital to the success of running a
contact centre as it has an impact on staffing levels. You
will need to understand the number of CSRs you will
require in the contact centre and when your staffing
levels will peak and trough. At the outset, it is best to
overstaff the contact centre, as call volumes will prove
very unpredictable. It will be important to ensure staff
are trained to manage other forms of communication
such as mail. This will enable them to switch quickly
between call handling and other duties such as handling
administrative paperwork when call volumes are low.

As traffic volumes become more predictable it is
potentially costly to employ staff on the basis of
handling peak traffic if those peaks are infrequent.

If staffing is set at a lower level, then there may need

to be processes in place to handle any overflow. This is
possible through using remote workers in other parts of
the organisation. Utilising IP Telephony, remote workers
can log in to the contact centre at peak times to support
the contact centre.

Call traffic may vary by:

day of the week
time of the day
time of the year
Council-triggered event.

Sending out Council Tax reminders often results in an
upsurge in traffic to the contact centre. It is fundamental
to the successful management of the contact centre that
the service areas within the Council clearly communicate
to the contact centre when such incidents are likely to
result in an influx of calls. Forecasting software is
available to help with devising shifts and schedules for
agents to help predict future call traffic and to staff
accordingly. To ensure optimal performance of your

staff on a daily basis, software is available to help
perform real-time monitoring of contact centre activities,
including queue and agent status, average wait times
and real-time queue statistics

Armed with such tools, you will be able to respond to
changing contact centre volume levels as they occur to
ensure service levels are maintained.

Auto Attendant

Automated attendants can provide enormous benefits
through directing callers to the appropriate customer
service representative. Set up properly, it can significantly
improve the responsiveness of the contact centre and the
ability to resolve the issue more quickly. However,
presenting customers with a multitude of options
through an automated attendant — the system prompts
callers to respond to choices (e.g., “Press one for this,
two for that") — is a recipe for disaster. Keep it simple
and always provide the customers with an option to
speak to someone immediately. It is highly recommended
that the construction of the decision tree for the Auto
Attendant be kept as uncomplicated as possible and that
the most direct route to personal contact be achieved.

The public thinks the things most likely to create

an impression of efficient phone service are: being
transferred to the right place right away (50
percent), a polite knowledgeable and helpful person
answering call (47 percent), and having the call
answered within three rings (43 percent).®
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Bear in mind that performance tools are a vital method
to not only measure, but to report on the performance of
your contact centre. It is perceived that contact centre
managers must spend extensive amounts of time on
monitoring and evaluation activities. For some contact
centre managers, the information they need for reporting
is either not available or difficult to manipulate into a
useable format.

Those days are over. Software tools are available today
to automate this critical function. These tools will not
only enable you to report on contact centre performance,
but arm you with the tools you need to justify staffing
levels and to help you identify when more staff are
required. As the contact centre becomes increasingly
relied upon to deliver customer service for the Council,

it will be crucial to be able to measure and monitor
performance and provide justification for increased
staffing levels when required.

It is important to plan for dealing with multiple
channels of contact. A contact centre manages all
customer contacts in the same manner across multiple
media, ensuring customers are treated the same
regardless of how they communicate. To achieve a full
contact centre operation, it means integrating regular
mail, email routing, fax, and webchat into the contact
centre. The decision to support all media through the
contact centre initially may be an overwhelming burden
for staff who are unaccustomed to working in a contact
centre. It is advisable for new channels of contact to be
introduced over time to enable staff to become
experienced with the role. However a defined plan

of introduction is highly recommended.

IP Telephony

IP Telephony provides for voice communications to
be delivered over the same network as data.

IP Telephony provides for voice communications to

be delivered over the same network as data, using the
data transport mechanisms associated with the Internet,
called the Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol
(TCP/IP) suite. A separate voice network is no longer
necessary with IP Telephony. Voice becomes another
application on your network. Now you can truly integrate
voice with your data applications. This means that
communicating in brand new ways becomes possible.

By changing to an IP-based telephone network, contact
centres can move away from the “mega-centre” in
favour of partially or fully distributed contact centres.

With IP Telephony, your voice system becomes an
application on your network, which means that you

can set up virtual contact centres, simply by running IP
phones remotely from your main phone system, over the
network to any branch office connected to your network.
This means that contact centre facilities can be set up

in various locations suitable to the Council. With IP
Telephony, the contact centre can expand when the
Council sees fit and is no longer restricted by fixed
physical space to do so.

Advances in communications mean that contact centre
staff can be distributed, rather than located in a single,
fixed facility. Thanks to IP Telephony, both data
applications and the voice features critical to contact
centre operations can be provided to the contact centre
work force without the need to centralise operations.
Contact centre agents can become remote workers —
either at home or in smaller, remote offices. The remote
office can, in some cases, offer increased productivity
and decreased capital costs. These cost savings are
realised through the reduction in facility costs.
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Productivity gains are realised through enabling staff in
other parts of the organisation to log in to the contact
centre to support the contact centre during periods of
peak call traffic.

With an IP call centre, the contact centre can be seen

to be functioning as a single, unified entity, but actually
is widely dispersed geographically. Agents can make and
receive calls without being in the same building with the
call centre hardware. The CSR can be anywhere as

long as they have a link to the IP network, and their
workstations and IP phones have routable IP

addresses. Similarly, the call centre server can be
anywhere on that network.

IP Telephony brings the added advantage of enhanced
integration to customer relationship management
applications. More personalised contact with citizens and
business can be realised by integrating the customer
database with the IP Telephony system to allow agents
to have ready access to customer profiles. Using Call Line
Identification (CLI) capability, customer information is
screen popped from the customer management database
to the agent's PC. For new contacts, agents can complete
customer information during the transaction. The screen
popped information can also be used to indicate types of
customer — say an angry or abusive caller — and the
system can instigate recording the call. Computer
Telephony Integration is key here and there are many
applications that are available to local authorities for use
on an agent's desktop to manage contact with
customers. For this reason, call centre technology should
be considered in combination with the CRM application
the Council is considering or already has deployed.

More often, people may be calling the Council, while
they are away from home, or using a mobile. In these
instances, the CLI may not be captured. To counteract
this issue, other means of capturing information about
the caller are available. Through Computer Telephony
Integration (CTI), it is possible to capture customer-
entered digits (DTMF) such as customer number or order
number, which in turn can be passed to another system
such as a CRM system.

CTI forms the basis to link the contact centre and CRM
technology together and will be critical to the success of
your contact centre. It is wise then, to consider the
integration capabilities between the CRM application
and the contact centre technology you deploy.

The use of technology often can increase productivity
and enhance performance. However, there are times
when technology might be available but does not
enhance the work experience. Recently Cardiff deployed
teleworking technology for one of its CSR employees.
She initially resigned her post in order to move away
from Cardiff and spend more time at home. As she was a
valuable member of staff and very effective at her job
she was persuaded to stay on and was provided with
equipment needed.

However, it became clear that full-time staff supporting
the call centre need to be in a team environment. The
nature of calls into the council can be quite stressful for
staff. Working in an isolated environment without team
support to fall back on after a stressful call was not
conducive to maintaining morale.

While it wasn't the right solution for full-time staff,
teleworking technology comes into its own for
supporting the call centre after hours. Health and safety
issues and operational overhead are key factors here.

The Council conducts over 760 distinct transactions
with the public.

It is the largest Borough in Kent (220 square miles) and
it is expected that over 30,000 new homes are to be
built in Ashford over the next few years, with an
accompanying 28,000 jobs. In 2002, the Council
underwent a Corporate Restructuring, which resulted in
a reduction in Service Units from 18 to 10 and the
introduction of a new Customer Service Team within the
existing ICT Service. The Council had a pre-existing silo
mentality; the Customer Service Team sought to drive
towards a “One Council” approach.
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The call centre opened on 18th September 2003.

A wide range of services transferred to the contact
centre, freeing back-office staff to concentrate on service
delivery. Integration between the CRM and IP Telephony

system has led to more personalised contact with callers.

The Objective

The objective of the project was to improve
communications to enhance the customer experience
for citizens dealing with the Council. At the heart of
Ashford Borough Council’s Corporate Plan is a mission
“to protect and improve the quality of life of every
resident of the Borough, now and in the future.”

A Critical Success Factor is the organisation’s ability to
“...communicate openly and effectively with the public
and is fully accessible through the customer contact
centre and through effective use of consultation,
publications, information technology and telephone
systems.” There is a clear obligation on all parts of
the Council to “...improve the quality of customer
service in all our dealings with customers.”

Corporate Endorsement

This project was inspired by the e-government agenda.
The Council has moved beyond merely satisfying targets
and has adopted a corporate policy that has been
adopted into the corporate philosophy. This was critical
to the success of this project, as a project of this
magnitude requires more than just rhetoric; it requires
accountability and sponsorship from the executive and
throughout the organisation.

This project has provided the Council with the means
to transform service delivery, through a consolidated
approach that brought together both front-line and
back-office personnel, overseen by an executive and
an administration that believed in the goal.

One Number versus Multiple Numbers

It was felt that to truly centralise services, one number
into the Council was required. As a result, all Direct Dial
numbers were re-routed to the call centre.

Human Resources
The right staff with the right tools to perform a
customer-facing role is a must.

Recruitment process is key

Recruited externally for customer focused staff
Employ staff for the right attitude

Some people cannot change, and should not be
deployed in the contact centre

o Multi-skilled staff

¢ Move staff to where they are most needed

e Flexibility in work roles to keep staff interested

¢ Changing work environment to keep the job staff
e Cover peak time with part-time staff

Training

A comprehensive training program was put in place
to ensure that the customer service team had the
skills and the knowledge to effectively manage
contact with citizens.

¢ 16 weeks of training at first

e Now eight weeks

e Must train for soft skills such as awareness and
political correctness

e Encourage on the job training, staff learn more
from one another

e Monthly training for refreshment

Project Management

The ICT team was used to deploy the contact centre
and the walk-in centre. ICT teams are good at project
management and don't play politics — they clearly see
the objective. For the project to be successful it is
necessary to keep people informed. This cuts down
uncertainty and reduces angst.

Change Management

Key to change management is effective consultation with
staff. By consulting with staff across the Council before
opening the contact centre, Ashford ensured that service
departments were made aware of the capacity of the
contact centre and have overcome initial doubts. The
same process was undertaken when the Council
introduced the call centre.
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Information Technology
IT is fundamental to support the Customer Service Centre

To set up a contact centre, hunt groups are not

enough. Automated Call Distribution, call queuing

and performance management tools are required.

Decent Management reporting on contact centre

activity is critical. Management statistics can be used to
identify patterns of behaviour. Management data and
performance data is now centralised and reduces time
spent on collecting data. Performance measurements help
to identify good practices. Management tools can be used
as a framework for improvement. Historical data
identifies training and development needs and justifies
resource requirements with hard data. It enables you

to assess, justify and inform on resource levels and
illustrates performance against target, it also monitors
the progress and impact of new initiatives, and it can be
used as statistics to identify areas of improvement.

In order to be successful, access to the interaction

history of customers was required. However, the Council
operates 50 separate large-scale applications that hold
customer data. Customer Relationship Management Tools
are fundamental to personalise contact and improve
performance. This requires a centralised repository for
contact management

Knowledge Hub

It is necessary to have a uniform way of extracting

data and publishing it. The CRM system becomes the
knowledge hub. In the case of Ashford Borough Council,
Lynx CT is used to track the history of the interaction

to resolve customer service problems across several
business units.

Additional Considerations
e Process re-engineering
Examining business processes will require a lot of
effort and time.

¢ Uniform Interface for Customer service representative
Key to efficient time management for staff to swiftly
respond to calls and questions.

e Centralisation of Contact Channels
Centralised correspondence, including letters, fax,
email and web-based responses.

Service Level Agreements
Service Level Agreements serve a number of purposes:

¢ Demonstrate what CSRs are actually doing for
the back office
e Ensure service delivered is meeting expectations

Agreeing on what the role of the contact centre is

going to be with the service areas will form the basis for
training and clarify the responsibility of the back office
for the contact centre.

Buddy System
e Establish a buddy system link with the back office
e Each service area has a member of their staff buddied
with a Service Centre staff member
o The CSR will the then attend team meetings for the
service area for which they have been assigned
e It serves as a platform to discuss complaints and
compliments and procedural changes
e The buddy then becomes the expert on that
service area
o Liaise with each respective head of department
and keep the channels of communication open
e Conduct an Annual Review

FAQs

It is important to establish what are the questions and
the answers the CSR will be expected to respond to. FAQs
should be fed into a knowledge database that should be
maintained by the back-office.
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Staffing

18.5 FTE in total (mix of full and part time) split

across the contact centre, walk-in centre and the
Tenterden office, depending on demand. There are up to
eight staff in the walk-in centre at any one time (usually
six or seven) and they log on to the phones to support
the contact centre during idle times in their regular roles,
as does the employee in the Tenterden office.

Call Traffic Volumes
e 16,000 calls per month
e Currently 4.9 percent abandon rate
e Average time to answer 42 secs
(well within 2-min target)
e Average occupancy 6:30 mins

Prior to the call centre (and making a rough comparison
across old DDI lines) there were:

e Approximately 11,000 calls per month

e An unknown abandon rate (once the call was
answered by the switchboard and forwarded, it was
not possible to determine what happened to it)

e Unknown Time-To-Answer

e Unknown Occupancy Time

The Unexpected — 1,000 to1,500 calls per day

The Council experienced a dramatic increase in
telephone calls. This may have been due to the fact that
it was previously impossible to measure how many calls
were being abandoned. The introduction of the contact
centre meant that calls could be answered leading to an
unprecedented number of phone inquiries. The contact
centre and walk-in centre have been tremendously
successful. Back office areas continue to request the
support of the contact centre to manage more services.
Hence the contact centre has more work but has not
been assigned more staff to carry out the activities.

There are still too many systems for which the CSR has
to access to complete a transaction, hence Ashford
Borough Council is continuing to improve integration
between the CRM and back-office systems as well as
rolling out CRM to the back office.

TypeTalk is used to accommodate those who are
hard of hearing.

e Automated Bill Payments
Ashford Borough Council now provides callers with a
flexible contact alternative to waiting by establishing
smart choice options for paying bills. Smart Choice
can be used to allow callers to make payments by
direct debit, such as for paying their council tax bill or
to determine what their outstanding balance might
be. This is especially important for people who may
not have established a standing order, or who may
wish to make a one-off payment to the Council.

e Choice-Based Lettings
Smart Choice options have also been deployed for
establishing new ways of mediating selection of new
lettings for choice based lettings. Using SMS text
messaging, customers can send text bids for
advertised properties.

Ashford Borough Council is creating innovative ways to
simplify the task of registering choices for housing. The
Council now offers people registered on the Housing
Waiting List two new ways to register their housing
choices. Moreover, choices can be registered throughout
the day and night by sending the Council an SMS text
message from a mobile phone or by using the automated
telephone service.

These new services provide increased flexibility to the
people of Ashford, enabling them to call or text after-
hours, at times when they may be more likely to be
reviewing what housing has become available.

Not only do these new services offer increased flexibility
and simplicity in making these choices, it promises to
reduce the waiting times experienced by all customers
during the three and a half day registration period which
occurs each fortnight. At registration time, the Borough
Council receives an additional 1,500 phone calls from
people wishing to register their choices for the properties
that have been made available. By integrating these new
services with the Council's Housing Management
systems, the staff in the Housing Services Team are

freed up to concentrate on other aspects of their jobs.
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The uptake of these new services has been

promising, with over 700 electronic registrations to
date. As confidence grows in the new system, Ashford
Borough Council hopes that the majority of registrations
are made electronically, allowing the Housing Services
Team to assist callers with other issues.

The Web

MyAshford Portal is the first web site in Kent to offer
comprehensive transactional services. The Council has
experienced a steady, yet gradual increase in web use.
This is expected to continue, as more transactions
become available online. MyAshford Portal encourages
more self-service based transactions, reducing overhead
for the Council.

Multi-Media

Ashford Borough Council continues to enhance the
capabilities of its contact centre, and is in the process of
implementing multi-media functionality, including email,
web callback and video links This type of flexibility has
been critical to meeting the needs of our staff, as it is
important to give staff the time to become comfortable
with working in a contact centre environment before
imposing new channels of communication on them

to manage.

Remote Workers

It was critical to connect remote workers who could
support the contact centre during peak times of call
traffic. Ashford Borough Council has leased lines
connecting it to its office in Tenterden and uses a laser
connection on the rooftops between the Civic Centre
and CharterHouse. This connectivity enables the remote
agents to support the contact centre virtually.

The flexibility that IP Telephony affords Ashford means
that the Council can provide a better work life for
disabled employees by enabling them to work from
home in adapted and familiar surroundings. Home
workers can access the same data and telephony
systems over a broadband connection.

The Future

Video links are being implemented for small villages to
link to Ashford. Ashford Borough Council will initially set
up a video conferencing kiosk in the local library for
those people who don't wish to visit the walk-in centre.
They will be using Voice First video conferencing from
Mitel® as it is as simple to use as making a phone call.
The receiving video unit will be established in the call
centre and will in turn be manned by a call centre agent.

Cardiff Council is the local authority for the city

of Cardiff, the capital of Wales and home of the

Welsh Assembly. It serves a population of 312,000

as well as serving 25,000 students. As a unitary
authority, it offers a wide scope of services to its citizens.
Connect to Cardiff is the service provided by the Council
to enable citizens and businesses to have a single point
of contact with the Council. This service is delivered
through the contact centre, which serves 327,000
residents and co-ordinates 128 different public services.
Connect to Cardiff offers citizens and businesses a single
point of contact with the Council, allowing them to
choose how they get in touch; via phone, email, fax,
letter, SMS, web chat or face to face.

Cardiff Council originally chose to implement a contact
centre for its e-Government initiative. Cardiff initiated
the e-government initiative in its own right, without
central government funding.

Corporate Sponsorship

In order for a project of this magnitude to succeed,
the project must be driven from the top and has to
be focused on improving customer services and not
necessarily on utilising technology. The emphasis is
on the customers, not technology.
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Project Management

In Cardiff, a Steering Group made up of Chief Officers
from Corporate Support, Advice and Benefits, HR and
ICT directed the project. Central to the project’s success
was the overall project management and the effective
scrutiny of existing services and processes. Mitel-led
Benefits Management Workshops helped staff identify
key drivers to the project and established which Council
services could be delivered via the contact centre in the
first phase. All Council processes were mapped and then
remapped to include proposed contact centre operations.

In conjunction with the Benefits Management
workshops, the Council adopted a Business
Transformation Model to help staff through the change
of moving to a customer service led approach. This
helped to identify staff who were keen to move towards
this new model and were able to champion that change
on behalf of the Council. It also proved invaluable to
help identify staff who were struggling with this change.
It aided the Council to mitigate concerns of staff who felt
adversely affected by this new approach. By airing these
concerns openly and at the outset, it helped to prevent
negative issues to gather steam and resolved them
before they could derail the project.

CRM

To ensure ease of use for the contact centre agents, the
Council's own designers created the look of the contact
centre agents’ PC screens, showing profiled categories of
Council services as well as providing keyword access to
the knowledge database. This application is known as
the Agent Dashboard.

The Agent Dashboard provides the contact centre agents
with an easy-to-use interface, enabling them to review
call history from an incoming caller, and to query the
knowledge database regarding a specific enquiry. This
allows the contact centre agent to handle most routine
calls into the contact centre. Moreover, the Agent
Dashboard enables them to raise a service order when a
caller is requesting a particular service. The contact
centre agent is able to raise a service order regarding a
range of services by using a pre-scripted template that is
sent to the service order with a click of a button.

Application Integration

Cardiff Council took a very pragmatic approach here
and assessed whether technology integration was a
valuable improvement to existing operations or whether
it added unnecessary cost. The Council has developed
real-time integration into existing business applications
that support its many services but left some operations
alone where it was deemed an unnecessary expense.
Facilities for receiving payments have been developed
and the contact centre now receives payments and
Direct Debit instructions in relation to Council Tax

and other payments.

Computer Telephony integration has provided a significant
return in terms of personalising contact with citizens.
Customer information is screen popped to the agent's

PC as a phone call comes in. For new contacts, agents
complete customer information during the transaction. The
screen popped information can also be used to indicate
types of customer — such as an angry or abusive caller —
and the system can automatically record the call.

Success

Connect to Cardiff is a successful, multi-channel
contact centre service able to deliver services to citizens
and businesses in both English and Welsh. The contact
centre is open between 8:00 am and 7:00 p.m.,
Monday through Friday, and Saturday mornings, 9.00
a.m. through 12.30 p.m. It manages around 1,500 —
2,000 calls a day and 150 emails per day. Connect to
Cardiff has a walk-in centre facility in the heart of
Cardiff which is used to hold information sessions with
citizens on important issues such as Council Tax advice.
Over and above the positive feedback received from
Cardiff's citizens and businesses, a feasibility study
identified projected savings of £1.8 million for
streamlining processes and services. In addition, Cardiff
Council has been able to release suppressed demand
that existed before the project. Through efficiency
savings it is now able to collect more bulky items.

The contact centre has been operational since 2000, and
continues to bring new services on board as the service
area and staff prepare themselves to move to this
approach. The contact centre has become a flagship of
success for Cardiff Council.

12 Mitel Primer



MITEL

Contact Centres

Putting People First

The philosophy of the development and now the
operation of the contact centre are built on a solid
foundation of putting people first, both employees and
citizens. While Cardiff decided to recruit externally for
staff, 50 percent of the successful candidates came from
within the Council. Successful employees who were
recruited from within the Council had the right skills
and demonstrated a positive attitude towards

customer service.

Employees were new to the contact centre approach,
so Cardiff brought services on board in the contact
centre in an incremental manner. Cardiff aimed to have
multi-skilled CSRs. Agents are not aligned with any
particular service but are “advocates” for the customer,
to resolve a query and help them through, rather than
passing them on.

Cardiff can boast a smooth flow of operations as
employees are given the tools to do their jobs well.

This is reflected in the high satisfaction rates they receive
from the public. This means that the contact centre runs
exceptionally efficiently and has extremely low turn over.
Jobs in the contact centre are some of the most sought
after positions in the County.

Staffing

The contact centre has over 50 full-time CSRs. Staffing
resources are carefully managed to optimise response
times. Cardiff has taken an incremental approach to
front-line service management, bringing new services
on-board into the contact centre when the service area
is ready to have calls fronted by the contact centre.
Care and consideration were given to the needs of the
employees and to ensure that the services were
optimally suited for the contact centre approach.

As Cardiff Council progressed, more services have been
brought on board the contact centre. From the outset,
the Council decided to use the contact centre for dealing
with all channels of communication with the public.
Accordingly, the staff received training to handle all
forms of media in order to manage public inquiries

and requests.

Now citizens can interact with the Council and have
queries satisfied at the first point of contact through a
number of different channels. Citizens are pleased that
they can speak to someone and have their queries
resolved quickly, and the service areas no longer have
to spend time answering routine calls.

Training

In the early days, training took up to 16 weeks. The
training has since been streamlined and now only
requires four weeks.

The Product of Success

Cardiff Council is not only reaching out to its own
community, but also enabling other Councils to do the
same. Cardiff Council is providing Blaenau Gwent with

a Managed Service to enable them to operate their own
contact centre. This service is provided by a remote link
between Cardiff and Blaenau Gwent, leveraging the
infrastructure that Cardiff has put in place to serve its
community. Blaenau Gwent calls are handled by Blaenau
Gwent staff in their own contact centre.

Moreover, Cardiff has been chosen along with Scotland
and two English regions to offer Consumer Direct, a
service providing advice on a wide range of consumer
issues. As of summer 2004, Consumer Direct Wales is
providing help for consumers across the county via two
telephone numbers (English and Welsh), with information
on consumer rights, guidance on solving consumer
problems, etc. The contact centre for Consumer Direct
Wales has 20 full-time CSRs.

The project has enabled them to exploit partnership
opportunities for unified service delivery across a number
of partners. Cardiff has entered a partnership agreement
with the Cardiff Local Health Board. Cardiff Council is
now taking out-of-hours GP calls between 18:30 and
08:00 each weeknight and all day Saturday and Sunday.
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Enhancing the Customer Experience

Cardiff has developed the contact centre in a way

that enables them to use it remotely. Aware that many
citizens want to deal with the Council face-to-face,
Cardiff has the means to go into the community —

such as the local church hall or library — and answer any
questions and perform a transaction immediately using a
laptop and mobile phone.

Connect to Communities helps those who find it difficult
to contact the Council. It offers residents the option of
dealing with mobile Customer Service Representatives in
their own communities and in larger groups, in libraries,
sheltered accommodation, leisure centres, councillors’
surgeries or anywhere the Council’s assistance is needed.

Mobile customer services representatives are able to
provide information and advice about any Council service
and can deal directly with a number of specific service
queries using a laptop computer. As with the contact
centre, residents using Connect to Communities are able
to report an abandoned vehicle, arrange for bulky refuse
to be collected, apply for free school meals, pay their
Council bills, apply for a disabled badge, complain about
Council services, get an application form for any Council
job, or report a defective streetlight, as well as get help
or advice on a number of other Council inquiries.

Financial Savings

¢ Projected annual decrease in operating costs
by £1.8 million

e Expected full payback in just three years

o Greater staff productivity due to centralised
information.

Along with people and processes, advanced
communications technology is a key component in
achieving high-quality customer care while gaining
efficiencies and reducing costs. The benefits of contact
centre and other telephony-based services in meeting
public expectations are proven and reliable in managing
the information flow between citizens and council. Our
number one priority is always to satisfy the customer at
the first point of contact. A multi-media, single-point-of-
contact, customer contact centre greatly helps Council
to achieve its priority and ultimately benefits everyone
by improving accessibility and greatly enhancing
customer service.
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Disclaimer:

The information in this document is believed to be

accurate at the time of publication. Contact Mitel

directly for updated information or for more details.

' Teleculture — The Citizen Speaks. The Henley Centre, 1997.

2 |CM November, 2002. As found in Mass e-government
take-up “a decade away,” says report. Silicon.com,

Friday 17 January 2003.

* Calling Local Government: Using Call Centres to
Improve Service Delivery.

“Ibid, 2.
> Ibid, 1.
¢ Incoming Call Management Institute.
7 Common Public Accounts Committee.

¢ Hanging On the Telephone, Citizens Advice Bureaux,
2004-09-15.
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