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The Accounts Commission
The Accounts Commission is a statutory, independent body which, through the audit process, assists local authorities in Scotland to achieve the highest standards of financial stewardship and the economic, efficient and effective use of their resources. The Commission has four main responsibilities:
• securing the external audit, including the audit of Best Value and Community Planning
• following-up issues of concern identified through the audit, to ensure satisfactory resolutions
• carrying out national performance studies to improve economy, efficiency and effectiveness in local government
• issuing an annual direction to local authorities which sets out the range of performance information they are required to publish.
The Commission secures the audit of 32 councils and 35 joint boards (including police and fire services). Local authorities spend over £13 billion of public funds a year.

Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000 under the Public Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000. It provides services to the Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts Commission. Together they ensure that the Scottish Executive and public sector bodies in Scotland are held to account for the proper, efficient and effective use of public funds.



Part 1. Introduction – Why and how we examined customer service

Councils should provide information and services to customers economically, efficiently and effectively

1.1 Councils provide an enormous range of services and information to their customers.

1.2 Councils providing services to customers should do so efficiently, in accordance with proper standards and provide outcomes that meet customers’ legitimate needs. That means councils consistently giving good information and effective service.

1.3 The UK government White Paper Modernising Government (1999) outlined a programme of improvement and reform to public services and reinforced the need for councils to provide good customer service. It committed the UK government to public services that were responsive “to meet the needs of citizens, not the convenience of service providers”.

1.4 In Scotland, the Scottish Executive included customer focus and “putting the citizen at the centre” in its strategic vision for modernising government, 21st Century Government.

Good customer service is an integral part of Best Value
 
1.5 The Scottish Executive’s guidance on Best Value in Scotland1  expects councils to demonstrate:

	responsiveness to the needs of communities, citizens, customers, employees and other stakeholders so that plans, priorities and actions are informed by an understanding of those needs

effective performance measurement systems, which include the use of external comparison, through which performance issues can be identified, monitored and addressed.

1.6 The duty of Best Value and the related guidance will steer councils’ efforts towards continuous performance improvement. Councils have been developing Best Value on a voluntary basis since 1997 and the duty of Best Value was incorporated in legislation in 2003, and guidance issued in 2004. Councils have therefore had a short time to address aspects of the new duty.

1.7 Audit Scotland’s Best Value audits, which commenced in July 2004, hold councils to account for how they exercise the duty of Best Value and seek to support and encourage real improvement in services locally. The audits aim to identify and promote good practice so that experience can be shared and risks minimised.2

1.8 Good customer service is an integral and important part of 
Best Value:

	The objective of Best Value is 

to ensure that effective management delivers better and more responsive public services.
Councils provide an enormous range of services to people as customers.
When asked, customers often say they think that councils should improve the way they deliver service and the quality of the outcomes achieved.

1.9 Part 2 of this report discusses the most recent evidence on customer satisfaction with council services. Perceptions may change over time, but research prepared in 1999 for the Commission for Local Government and the Scottish Parliament on perceptions of local government in Scotland highlighted that research participants, in general, had a poor image of both local authorities and councillors and did not feel empowered to effect change. Standards of service were perceived to be deteriorating. Participants thought that there was a lack of accountability in the event of poor service because paying taxes was compulsory.3

Examples of good customer service initiatives

1.10 Exhibit 4 summarises the most important types of changes councils consider they have introduced since 2000 to improve customer contacts and services. It shows that most councils have introduced changes to improve their performance. Exhibit 5 gives examples of some of the most common, higher-cost projects to support customer contacts and services – contact centres and first-stop shops.4

1.11 There is no central estimate of the overall costs of customer service activity by Scottish councils and most councils do not record the cost of this activity separately. In Audit Scotland’s research, three councils estimated the overall costs of customer service activity could be around 0.5% of their general revenue expenditure. If this is representative of all councils, the total cost would be some £40 million a year nationally. However, there is no agreed basis for apportioning council costs to customer service activity; the costs for councils could be much more than this simple estimate suggests.  

1.12 The Scottish Executive established the MGF in 2000 to provide funding to councils and other public bodies in Scotland to help progress towards the reform and the modernisation of public services. To date the Executive has spent or committed some £100 million to MGF-supported projects in three main funding rounds. While the broad policy aims for MGF-funded projects have not changed, the Executive has set specific priorities within each funding round. Details of the first two rounds are set out in Exhibit 6. 
 
1.13 In October 2004, the Scottish Executive announced details of the third round of MGF funding. This consisted of a strategic framework, Customer First, intended to help both the Executive and local authorities to focus MGF on a number of core priorities, including:
 
	access to information and services

measures of customer satisfaction/targets for improvement
improvement of business processes
accountability
use of change management/ change programmes
partnership working.

1.14 The Minister for Finance and Public Sector Reform has confirmed the provision of a funding package totalling £35 million to support Customer First, which is expected to also deliver recurring annual savings of £56 million. 

This report examines how councils are improving the responsiveness of their customer service

1.15 This report focuses on the effectiveness of customer contact and interaction, and, as far as possible, how this contributes to providing better service to customers. Audit Scotland aimed to evaluate critically how councils are enabling better access and outcomes for people across Scotland. 

1.16 Good customer service can help improve services in many ways by:

	making it easier for customers to get services

helping to make council services more responsive to customers’ needs and preferences
increasing council service efficiency, for example, by making better use of staff time (eg, so that social workers only see people who really need to see a social worker).

1.17 Audit Scotland’s research included:

	a national survey of customer service activity in all 32 Scottish councils (undertaken in 2003 and updated in 2004)

audit visits to a sample of seven councils, to appraise customer service activity and gain a deeper understanding of the issues. Audit Scotland selected these councils to reflect the different stages of development and different influences affecting customer service activity across Scotland5
‘mystery customer’ research across the same seven councils, conducted by an independent market research company, to obtain objective data on performance from the customer perspective
research with three councils, to collect data to help estimate the volume, type and complexity of customer contacts, and explore whether and how such data can assist service development.6

1 The Local Government in Scotland Act 2003: Best Value guidance, Scottish Executive, April 2004.
2 More information on the audit of Best Value can be obtained from Audit Scotland’s website: www.audit-scotland.gov.uk
3 Perceptions of local government – a report of focus group research prepared for the Scottish Office Central Research Unit, June 1999. 
4 Two terms, ‘first-stop shop’ and ‘one-stop shop’, are commonly used to describe offices open to the public, which are provided mainly to help customers get council services and information about services easily. In most cases, staff in these shops seek to resolve customer queries at the initial contact but some issues need to be referred to a specific service area/expert. For simplicity, in this report we refer to such facilities as first-stop shops.
5 The seven councils Audit Scotland visited were: Aberdeenshire; East Lothian; East Renfrewshire; City of Edinburgh; Glasgow City; North Lanarkshire; Perth & Kinross.
6 Argyll & Bute, City of Edinburgh and Renfrewshire Councils volunteered to participate in this research.


Part 2. Evidence of customer satisfaction

Customer satisfaction is important in the public sector

2.1 Customer service stretches far beyond simple customer contact. Good customer service is reflected in every aspect of delivery, from initial contact to final outcome. Councils therefore need to know whether they are providing a satisfactory level of service to customers and, if they wish to improve their services, whether there are sources of dissatisfaction. The obvious way to find out is to ask customers.

2.2 Providing an unsatisfactory service may result in repeat requests for the service and/or complaints, both of which cost time and money. Therefore poor service, as well as dissatisfying customers, may be inefficient. Conversely, high customer satisfaction levels may assure councils that they are fulfilling their Best Value responsibilities.

2.3 Information about customer satisfaction is important particularly to measure the effectiveness of customer service and target necessary improvements.

Councils’ research shows a wide range of customer satisfaction levels
 
2.4 Audit Scotland asked councils what they do now to measure levels of customer satisfaction and whether they collected data about levels of customer satisfaction, when and in what form. Audit Scotland also asked for copies of relevant reports evidencing the most recent surveys to establish what evidence there was of common approaches and good practice.

2.5 In response, 29 of the 32 councils (91%) reported they had collected data about levels of customer satisfaction since April 2000.7 Exhibit 8 illustrates the range and diversity of approaches and results for these 29 councils, summarising what measure of customer satisfaction was available from the most recent survey conducted by each. Some councils have completed many surveys since 2000 and the Exhibit summarises only the most recently available results.

2.6 Exhibit 8 should be read with caution. The table is intended to illustrate the significant variation in survey methods, timing, scope and objectives (which are discussed below). Because of this variation, any comparison between individual survey results cannot be conclusive. While all the survey results are concerned with some dimension of customer satisfaction, the individual measures are not identical. For example, it is typical for customer surveys to show significantly different scores for satisfaction with how a contact is handled compared to satisfaction with outcome.8 Without a consistent approach to survey design across all councils it is not possible to make direct comparisons between them. For example, the fact that a survey of ‘quality of customer service’ for all services in Argyll & Bute in 2003 recorded 90-92% satisfaction does not necessarily mean that people there are really getting better service than people in, say, Dundee, where a survey in 2004 of the ‘outcome of contacts’ recorded 62-71% satisfaction.
  
2.7 However, even though it is not possible to make direct comparisons, there appears to be a very wide range of customer satisfaction levels between individual councils and, for some councils, between individual services. Notwithstanding the anomalies, 17 councils had surveyed users of all services, with maximum satisfaction levels ranging between 59% and 92%. Although these variations could partly be the result of the different survey approaches adopted, they do not give assurance that councils are consistently performing to high standards in the view of their customers.

2.8 The Scottish Executive’s annual Scottish household survey,9 for years 1999 to 2002, provided additional data about customer satisfaction with council services. The survey asked respondents how satisfied they were with their contacts with councils for 11 important services. The survey had satisfaction data for all councils but the sample bases for some services and councils were too small for the results to be statistically representative for individual councils. Instead, the Executive analysed the findings to show the average level of satisfaction for all councils combined for each of the sampled services for each year. Exhibit 9 summarises these results for the four-year 
survey period.
 
2.9 The Scottish household survey results also showed a wide range of satisfaction amongst customers of council services. The highest satisfaction level recorded for any service was 80% but for eight of the 11 services at least 30% of respondents were fairly or very dissatisfied. The survey has not included questions on satisfaction since 2002, although it is not clear why.
 
2.10 There is scope for the survey to reintroduce questions on customer satisfaction and for them to be expanded to cover a wider range of services.

Councils should improve how they research customers’ opinions on service

2.11 It is evident from Exhibit 8 that councils see surveys as a useful source of information. But where they have collected data about customer satisfaction there are big differences in approaches and styles. Councils have variously sought customers' views on:

	perceptions of councils’ performance overall across 

all services
the performance of specified individual services 
experience of specific facilities 
specific methods of service delivery (including how easy it was to access the service and aspects such as the professionalism and level of knowledge of the staff).

2.12 Other methods used by councils include: questionnaires to service users, interviews, focus groups, and citizens’ panels. Although all these approaches are valid the range of approaches does not foster comparisons between services, councils or over time.

2.13 Conducting customer surveys cyclically can help to demonstrate trends and whether services are improving over time. But only 12 of 29 councils that collected data about customer satisfaction have done so cyclically. In other cases, the pattern is that surveys of customer opinion are not part of a long term plan to track how customers’ perceptions may change. The seven councils Audit Scotland visited had varying approaches to the use of surveys. Four of the seven had established citizens’ panels, to allow regular canvassing of the public on local issues. These councils had consulted panels on a wide range of issues, but panel surveys did not always include the quality of customer service. Only two of the seven councils had a council-wide policy covering the systematic use of customer satisfaction surveys and issues such as when to conduct them, for which services, how often and how to use the results to assess and improve performance.

2.14 However, the City of Edinburgh Council’s Housing Department does operate a customer research programme, comprising two key strands:

	A core programme of regular surveys and reviews.

Other surveys geared towards the evaluation of new initiatives. Surveys and reviews conducted in this programme are often brought into the core programme.

2.15 Individual services or external research organisations may undertake individual studies. A research and policy team within the housing department coordinates the programme and evaluates all survey results, with the aim of addressing any problems identified. The Council plans to extend this approach to other parts of the organisation.

2.16 Given that all councils, regardless of size, provide a broadly similar range of services, there is scope for improving the consistency of their approach to researching customer opinion. Some years ago, COSLA developed standard survey questions based on those most frequently asked by their members as well as a benchmarking database developed in conjunction with the survey questions to help share good practice between councils. However both have been little used by councils. If such a benchmarking tool is to be worthwhile, it will require the support and commitment of the councils who are to use it.
 
Councils should obtain and use customer opinion research

Councils need information about customers’ expectations and satisfaction with their services
2.17 With different methods available for obtaining information about customer service satisfaction and expectations, councils have an opportunity to build on existing good practice and experience.

2.18 Satisfaction surveys are not just about asking customers what they think of the service at the end of the process. Managing the expectations of customers may have a significant effect on their perceptions of service and, ultimately, overall satisfaction. 

	Finding out what customers want or expect is essential to providing good service. Customers assess service by comparing what they wanted or expected with their perception of what they received. It is harder to satisfy someone with high expectations than someone with low expectations. Councils should consider survey approaches which take into account customer expectations as well as perceptions of service.10

Customers’ expectations may change over time. For example, an increase in the use of the internet and email may lead to customers expecting quicker response times than with traditional mail. Councils therefore should ensure the data they hold is up-to-date.
           
Councils should clarify what standards of customer service they will provide
2.19 Improving satisfaction can be thought of as narrowing the gap between the standards of service currently delivered and the standards of service customers want.

2.20 By defining and publishing what standard of service they seek to provide, councils let customers know what they can expect, and reinforce accountability.

2.21 Setting standards can help manage customers’ expectations, and contribute to reducing the gap between expectations and the level of service delivered. Councils should ask customers what they want from a service in clearly worded, objective statements of measurement. For example:

	I want to have my housing benefit application processed accurately and payments to begin within x weeks.

I want to be seen by the right member of staff within x minutes of my arrival at a local office.

2.22 Without clear service standards customers do not know what they can realistically expect and there is a weak basis for accountability. Setting standards is not easy and councils should adopt a systematic approach taking account of:

	high-volume services affecting many customers

high-impact services, where the benefit for the customer (or the cost for the council of providing the service) may be comparatively high
areas where performance is known to require improvement
areas where good data to measure performance against standards can be obtained relatively easily and cheaply.

2.23 Audit Scotland found only one council, East Renfrewshire, had set and published a comprehensive set of performance standards that include measurable customer service standards, although other councils are developing such standards. In particular, one of the seven councils Audit Scotland visited was considering possible standards as part of a commitment to continuous improvement and their response to the duty of Best Value.

Satisfaction surveys need to be targeted and well-timed
2.24 Councils should, as far as possible, target customer satisfaction surveys at people they know are likely to be service users, rather than at a sample of residents, otherwise the findings are likely to be unrepresentative. Fourteen of the 29 councils that had collected data about customer satisfaction appeared to have targeted users in this way.
 
2.25 Because councils provide a wide range of services they often use large-scale surveys of residents or members of citizens’ panels. This may help if councils want feedback from potential as well as actual service users. Also, large-scale surveys increase the chance of capturing the views of users of any individual service. However, paradoxically, because some respondents may not be users of some services the resulting customer satisfaction ratings may not accurately represent users’ views.11 Councils’ customer satisfaction surveys should therefore pursue approaches which will maximise the number of actual service users within the total sample. 

2.26 Timing of customer satisfaction information is also important. In Audit Scotland’s survey, only five of 17 councils have carried out annual satisfaction surveys covering all services. Frequently there was no evidence of a planned cycle of coverage, though a few councils have made customer surveys an integral part of service delivery. For example, the Transportation and Infrastructure Department of Aberdeenshire Council issues a survey form to residents every time roadworks are completed to help assess the effect and quality of the work before, during and after completion of the work. Similarly, North Ayrshire Council conducts customer satisfaction surveys quarterly, to help assess the performance of its customer contact centre. Gathering information on a regular basis allows councils to assess whether activities to improve satisfaction have been successful. 
      
2.27 Where customers give feedback to councils, they might reasonably expect to be told how the council intends to address sources of dissatisfaction, as experience from Perth & Kinross Council shows. 

2.28 Councils should consider not only how they make use of information from customers to improve services, but also how they tell customers about what they plan to do, or what they have done, to improve service or to address causes of dissatisfaction.

Mystery customer research 

2.29 Mystery customer or mystery shopper research involves someone posing as a customer to assess at first hand whether an organisation provides an effective level of service. Because the organisation’s staff do not know who the mystery customer is, their response to an enquiry should match what a ‘real’ customer will experience.

2.30 Trained assessors provide an independent, consistent and systematic assessment of customer service quality. Mystery customer research is most useful where the service provided is relatively simple (and it is not difficult to devise realistic enquiries to form the basis of the assessment). It may be less useful when assessing complex processes because it can be difficult to generate really testing enquiries about outcomes.12 For example, a social work enquiry may require an established customer history if it is to be a realistic test.

2.31 Audit Scotland commissioned an independent market research consultancy (George Street Research) to conduct mystery customer assessments across the seven councils included as study sites for this report. The research used a sample of scenarios to examine aspects of service delivery. It included 105 mystery customer assessments across the seven councils and involved a mix of contacts by telephone, personal visits and email enquiry. The range of subjects covered was selected to include a range of different council services and included some tests of outcomes achieved.

2.32 The research explored two key aspects of customer service:
 
	the outcome of the enquiry in each case and whether the researcher was able to conclude they had received the information or assistance they had set out 

to obtain 
how councils handled each request; this involved a systematic assessment of the way in which the council responded to the researcher, including aspects such as how easy it was to contact the council, how quickly the council responded, any waiting times 
and the quality and style of communication with the customer.

2.33 With regard to outcomes, the researchers mostly got the assistance they sought. The researchers’ assessment in this area was that they received, in 27% of cases, a very good response, exceeding the mere information requirements of the enquiry. They got a satisfactory response fulfilling the requirements of the enquiry in 59% of cases. However:

	Overall, in 14% of cases, the assessors considered they had not received the required assistance at the end of the process.

There was variability within the results. The researchers got appreciably better or worse outcomes in some councils than in others. The least satisfactory result for any one council was that the researchers did not receive the required assistance at the end in 27% of assessments.
Exhibit 12 summarises the outcomes of the mystery shopping enquiries across the seven councils.

2.34 Cases where staff could not answer an enquiry were uncommon – in most cases the researchers got what they asked for – but in those cases follow-up was often weak too. Where an inquiry could not be answered the researchers received few suggestions about whether they should seek help from another organisation. Researchers considered it helpful when staff offered to find information and forward it later. But where follow-up action or material was promised, it often did not materialise (in 39% of cases involving telephone contact and in 100% of cases involving face-to-face contact), which represented poor service.

2.35 With regard to how councils handled each request – response times and the quality and style of communication – the researchers’ assessments were often positive, although the variability of results achieved was a significant issue. Even where double enquiries were made about the same subject to the same council, the results showed the council did not achieve a consistent level of performance. Much depended on the individual members of staff the researchers contacted.  

2.36 In 38% of all enquiries, the right initial contact point proved difficult to find. Councils should ensure contact points, and the services available from them, are clear in any publicity or marketing material eg, telephone directories and websites.

2.37 For telephone contacts, once contact had been made, but where a transfer was required, only 67% of calls were transferred correctly the first time. Councils could improve internal ‘signposting’ and guidance for staff at the initial point of contact for customer enquiries. Experience in two of seven councils Audit Scotland visited is that effective systems to help staff direct calls to the correct customer contact point within the council are difficult to devise and maintain unless someone is made responsible for ensuring it is up to date.

2.38 Once the assessors reached the person who resolved the enquiry, telephone calls were answered quickly. And for personal visits the overall speed of response was also often good, with an average waiting time of three and a half minutes. At the extremes, though, individual waiting times varied significantly, from no wait to in excess of 20 minutes. The time taken to respond to emails also varied significantly, from six hours to 12 days. In terms of the quality of the contact (manner, etc), key findings are set out in Exhibit 13.

2.39 These findings suggest that there is scope to improve the ways in which councils treat customers when dealing with enquiries or requests. Improving these factors alone will not necessarily deliver complete satisfaction. But if councils do not treat customers well, this can contribute to customer dissatisfaction.
   
2.40 Councils should consider improving training for staff dealing with customers. Customer care is already an important feature of staff training and development. However, it is not clear that all councils monitor whether the training has been effective. Councils should consider using methods like mystery customer research to reinforce training and help to identify where additional effort may be needed.

Councils should make better use of feedback from customers
 
2.41 Customer complaints can provide a useful guide to areas of poor performance. From our seven council visits and other research,13 most councils have in place a corporate complaints and/or comments scheme or principles. However, findings from those councils Audit Scotland visited suggested few systematically monitor and analyse complaints.

2.42 Many councils have defined two levels of complaints: those which are resolved at the first point of contact; and those which are subject to some form of escalation or centralised control. Often staff are asked to resolve complaints at a local level wherever possible ie, at first point of contact. These initially resolved complaints are not generally recorded on any corporate database. Although individual service teams may be aware of common concerns or trends, without the means for monitoring there is no guarantee that they or managers will receive, and be able to act on, that information. 
    
2.43 Where complaint recording systems are operated information about complaint data eg, trends etc should be reported to senior management, to allow any council-wide concerns to be identified and addressed and other comparisons to be made. However, amongst the councils Audit Scotland visited, only two, Aberdeenshire and East Renfrewshire, prepared such reports on a regular basis.

2.44 A complaints process should serve two purposes. First, it should allow for individual customers to raise concerns about the service they have received, and to have those concerns addressed. Second, it should allow services, or the council as a whole, to identify common issues which might be addressed through changes in working practice or policy. 

2.45 From Audit Scotland’s work in seven councils, there was little evidence that councils systematically use feedback from complaints to improve services. This is partly because the complaints received by any council constitute only a small proportion of the overall number of customer contacts. However, complaints warrant further investigation to establish whether they are indicative of a wider problem.

Summary and recommendations

2.46 Customer satisfaction is important in the public sector, yet there are big differences in how councils collect research data about customers’ views. Individual councils’ survey approaches are valid but the differences between them do not allow direct comparisons of services or councils. There appears to be a very wide range of customer satisfaction levels between individual councils and individual services. Seventeen councils have surveyed users of all services, with maximum satisfaction levels ranging between 59% and 92%. Although these variations could partly be the result of the different survey approaches adopted, they do not give assurance that councils are consistently performing to high standards in the view of their customers.

2.47 Our mystery customer research in seven councils suggests that customers often get what they are looking for from the council, and concluded that in 86% of cases they got a very good or satisfactory response, exceeding or satisfying the requirements of the inquiry. But the results also showed variability in the responses.

2.48 Councils should therefore improve how they research customer satisfaction with service in the following ways:

	Councils should consider survey approaches which measure customer expectations as well as perceptions of service.

Council surveys should maximise the number of actual service users within the total sample rather than randomly sampling the local population.
Council surveys should be conducted regularly, to allow the measurement of improvement over time. 
COSLA has developed standard ‘Frequently Asked Questions’ as well as a benchmarking database to help share good survey practice, but few councils have used it. Councils need to use and develop this tool in partnership with COSLA.
Councils should tell customers specifically how they have or will use information from surveys to improve services and tackle causes of dissatisfaction.

7 Dumfries & Galloway Council, Moray Council and Orkney Council reported they had not collected any customer satisfaction data since April 2000. 
8 One council cited a benchmarking database of responses from 1.7 million survey respondents published in 2003, showing that while 86% were positive when asked about the helpfulness of staff, only 60% were happy with how quickly their complaints were dealt with.
9 The survey is based on a representative sample of the whole Scottish adult population. For more information, see http://www.scotland.gov.uk/about/SR/CRU-SocInc/00016002/SHSintro.aspx
10 Customers form their expectations as a result of a variety of factors. The Commission’s 1999 report Can’t get no satisfaction: Using a gap approach to measure service quality discussed why expectations are important and how councils could design surveys to compare customer perceptions of service against their expectations.
11 For example, Aberdeenshire Council residents’ survey 2002 showed that 49% of respondents were satisfied with council housing services, but many of these respondents were not council house residents. 
12 Although, as Part 3 shows, our research on customer contacts found that complex enquiries are comparatively rare in Scottish councils.
13 Customer and Citizen-Focused Public Service Provision, Scottish Executive Central Research Unit, 2002.





Part 3. Improving access to services through better customer contact

3.1 Part 3 is concerned with how councils help millions of customers to contact them every year.

Councils should make it easy for customers to access their services
 
3.2 Under the Modernising Government approach, councils should provide services to customers at times and using methods that are efficient, convenient and meet people’s expectations. The underlying elements of good practice for customer contact are that councils should:

	research who their customers are, what services they want and how and when services should be provided

provide services through different channels (face-to-face, telephone, internet) to meet customers’ preferences, within available resources
provide services jointly with other organisations where customers would benefit
provide services outside normal office hours where the demand exists
exploit new technology to improve service
take a holistic view of service, and ensure underlying (“back office”) systems are capable of supporting good customer service
promote equal access to services by all customers.

Councils answer tens of millions of customer enquiries every year

3.3 Audit Scotland’s survey of 32 councils asked for information that councils had obtained, if any, on customer contacts, including the number, type and complexity of enquiries. The survey found that 17 councils had collected some information on current methods of customer contact and/or customers’ preferred methods of contact. However, only two councils could offer any data about contacts across all main departments.14

3.4 Audit Scotland conducted research jointly with three volunteer councils to understand better what information can be obtained about how councils communicate with their customers. The research included work to estimate total contact volumes within each council, and to assess the range and complexity of the contacts made. To illustrate the data, Exhibit 15 summarises the outcome of the research Audit Scotland undertook jointly with Renfrewshire Council as part of the study to explore how to capture data on the volume, type and complexity of customer contact.

3.5 Exhibit 16, combines the data about customer contacts from Audit Scotland’s research with these councils with similar data from two other councils, provided in response to Audit Scotland’s survey of all councils. Exhibit 16 shows that for the five councils where there was data, there were between five and 12 contacts a year per resident, with an average of seven or eight contacts a year per resident.

3.6 If the estimates in Exhibit 16 are extrapolated15 they suggest that the 32 councils in Scotland may collectively deal with 35 to 40 million enquiries or more from customers every year. 

Most customers contact their council by telephone and most enquiries should be easy to answer

3.7 Audit Scotland also sought information about the different ways customers contact councils and the nature of their enquiries. While precise figures cannot be obtained, the available evidence indicates that two out of every three customers contact their council by phone. Face-to-face contacts may account for around one in four of all contacts. Contacts by other means, including email and letters, are least common, usually accounting for around one in ten contacts.

3.8 Council websites receive many millions of hits annually. The data in Exhibit 17 do not include contacts that customers make via council websites. However, Audit Scotland found no evidence to suggest website activity is having any significant impact on the volume of contacts that customers make by other channels. In particular, there is no evidence that email and web-based contacts are substituting to any significant degree for phone and face-to-face contacts.

3.9 Opinion survey research by Aberdeenshire Council about customers’ preferred means of contacting councils suggests that younger people value email and websites as a means of communicating with their council. Research by Clackmannanshire Council has also found that customers are interested in using text messaging to communicate with their council. Overall, though, few customers consider that these new communication methods should replace more traditional ways of getting in touch.

3.10 As part of its joint research with three councils, Audit Scotland found that most customer enquiries concerned:

	housing (both housing advisory work and enquiries relating to tenant repairs)

social work
council tax administration
benefits administration
environmental services, such as rubbish collection 
main switchboard enquiries (usually resulting in transfer of the call to a service department).

3.11 Despite the range of enquiries received, council staff categorised most of them as easy to answer.

Better information about how customers contact councils will help improve services

3.12 Knowing how many customers contact them, and why, helps councils to address important questions about how well they manage and how they can improve communication with, and service to, customers. For example:

	North Ayrshire Council, as part of its work to research its customer contact strategy, found that it did not answer about a third of all telephone calls received. In some critical departments the proportion of calls answered was much lower. For example, the council was answering only 13-17% of some 200,000 calls a year to its council tax and debt recovery sections; and the council’s emergency repairs section was answering only about 31% of more than 110,000 calls a year. The Council subsequently introduced a dedicated telephone contact centre, which has improved call-answering performance.

Falkirk Council, in a similar exercise, discovered that it was answering only 21% of calls made to its cleansing and special uplift line. The Council subsequently introduced a dedicated telephone contact centre, which has improved call-answering performance.
In Perth & Kinross Council, monitoring showed that its council tax revenue team answered at best only around 80% of all calls received, dropping to around 50-60% at peak periods, for example when council tax demands were issued. 
Such high rates of missed calls are likely to lead to customer dissatisfaction or lost income if revenue is not collected. 

3.13 Information about customer contacts can help councils plan services, for example:

	Information about the number of contacts that need to be redirected can help councils to improve signposting of services to customers.

If councils are developing call or contact centres, information about activity levels will help in planning improvements in service.
Information about the busiest contact points can prompt important questions about the design of service delivery. For example, research in Renfrewshire Council highlighted that a large number of visits to libraries were requests for information unrelated to the library service. This prompted the council to consider action to meet better this demand in its libraries.

Providing a dedicated first point of contact should help councils improve customer service

3.14 Audit Scotland’s survey of councils confirmed that 16 councils were operating call or contact centres in 2004 and four other councils had plans to introduce them. 19 councils also reported they operated a network of first-stop shops or similar facilities. Most council call and contact centres started operations in 2002 or 2003 and first-stop shops are also comparatively recent. Broadly the aim is to improve the quality of service, including speed of response to customer enquires, and the consistency of information provided.
 
3.15 The new contact centres and first-stop shops provide information and service to varying degrees and depth. 

	They often provide general information about a wide range of council services. Contact centres may answer a large proportion 

of total calls to the council, particularly if the services covered include the council’s main general enquiry or switchboard number. 
However, in most cases there is a relatively narrow range of services available to customers directly from contact centres and first-stop shops. This means for many services, customer service staff can only provide general information and must transfer many customers to someone else in the council (but outside the contact centre) to answer the enquiry. 

3.16 Audit Scotland sought information about the costs of improvements councils have made 
to the way in which they respond to customers’ enquiries. In Audit Scotland’s survey, most councils reported projects under way to improve customer service, but the information available about their costs varied. For example, some councils simply indicated that they were involved in consortium/joint bids for MGF grants without specifying what the projects were or their costs. Exhibit 19 indicates the cost of projects which could be identified from Audit Scotland’s survey.

3.17 MGF monies have provided a major source of funding for capital spending on new customer facilities and IT systems to support customer service by councils. In addition to one-off capital costs, the councils have incurred annual running costs (mainly staff costs) from operating the new contact centres and other facilities. From Audit Scotland’s examination of customer service improvements within seven councils, it appears that, usually, internal transfers of budgets from other departments that the new facilities support largely or wholly fund these staff costs. Consequently, councils’ net additional running costs from introducing initiatives such as the new centres appear to be low or non-existent.

3.18 Exhibit 20 is an example of a customer service improvement project which East Renfrewshire Council has successfully implemented. It describes the case for the investment, the key elements of the improved service and how the project was funded.

3.19 In Audit Scotland’s survey, for each of 11 generic service areas (such as ‘housing’ and ‘social work’) councils were asked to categorise the range of services available to customers from shops and contact centres within three levels of cover.16 The results show that most contact centres and shops provide the highest level of cover to one or two service areas only. The most commonly covered service areas are housing, finance, the environment and roads & transport. However, Audit Scotland’s research shows that while social work enquiries can represent a significant part of total customer ‘demand’, most contact centres and first-stop shops provide limited or no cover.

3.20 Dedicated points of contact can provide other benefits to councils and customers, in addition to improving speed of response to customer enquiries. If councils dedicate staff to answering enquiries from customers and concentrate on the most common enquiries, they can improve the consistency and quality of responses through standardisation, specialisation and common training. Dedication also promotes new opportunities to analyse and improve performance.

3.21 However, information about the improvements in the quality of service that the new contact centres and first-stop shops achieve is not available systematically. The data on council call centres which Audit Scotland examined is patchy, but the latest available data for Glasgow City Council and North Lanarkshire Council show abandoned calls to each of their telephone contact centres were 2% (in 2003/04) and 3% (April 2004 to January 2005) respectively. In addition to this indication of improved responsiveness, surveys of customers provide important evidence about the quality of service. For example, surveys by North Lanarkshire Council in 2002 show evidence of significant improvement in customers’ satisfaction with first-stop shops and in all residents’ satisfaction with how the council responded to their enquiries.

Councils can improve responsiveness by extending their opening hours

3.22 Most councils offer customers only emergency services outside standard office hours although, where they are established, contact centres and first-stop shops sometimes offer extended opening times.

3.23 Councils, of course, need to balance customers’ expectations about when they can obtain council services against the higher costs of extended opening. Councils should market research demand to justify extended opening times. For example, after a period of pilot testing, in 2004 North Lanarkshire Council extended its telephone contact centre opening times from normal office hours to 8am-6pm Monday to Friday, 9am-noon Saturday, and 10am-2pm on public holidays (later extended to 9am-3pm on public holidays). These were the busiest times during the test period, with much lower demand at other times piloted, for example, weekday evenings after 6pm or Saturday afternoons. Subsequent monitoring showed that the council received some 400 more calls a week during the additional opening time, 6% of the total demand.

Technology can help to improve customer service 

3.24 Many councils are employing technology to help improve services to customers. The key forms of technology councils are using to improve customer service are:

	website development

CRM systems 
telephony systems.  
   
Websites
3.25 In Audit Scotland’s survey 15 councils reported website development was one of the most important changes they had made in recent years to improve customer service. Twelve councils said website development would be a key development in the immediate future (one to two years). Significant work on website development was under way or had recently been undertaken in six of the seven councils Audit Scotland visited for this study. 

3.26 The Society of Information Technology Management (SOCITM) provides guidance on website good practice and undertakes a regular assessment of council websites. The Scottish Executive has also set the objective that all public sector services in Scotland which can feasibly be delivered electronically will be available online by 2005. While most customers still prefer to contact their council by telephone, usage statistics show that there is demand for online information about services.

3.27 Where information is made available, it should be accurate and up to date. All of the councils visited by Audit Scotland indicated that an effective content management system, where responsibility for keeping information up to date is clearly allocated to a team or individual, was central to delivering an effective website. Most of the councils Audit Scotland visited had attempted some form of user testing before ‘going live’ with their new website. However, evidence that councils had directly involved customers in the development or design stages was rare. 

3.28 Councils plan, organise and monitor website activity in different ways. Using data effectively to change working practices or site structure can lead to benefits for both customers and the organisation.

3.29 The primary costs associated with websites are for upkeep of the site. This usually requires some central resource, along with a network of service representatives tasked with keeping information about their particular service up to date. 
   
CRM systems
3.30 ‘Customer relationship management’ (CRM) encompasses methods that councils use to learn more about customers’ needs and develop stronger relationships with them. Many councils have invested in computerised CRM systems with the aim of supporting good customer service. Audit Scotland’s survey indicated eight councils had a CRM system (in 2003) to support contact staff responsible for resolving customer enquiries; other councils have subsequently approved investment in similar projects. Of the seven councils visited by Audit Scotland, three had a computerised CRM system in place.
 
3.31 Computerised CRM systems gather and maintain data about customers in a single application, including information about previous enquiries by any customer. Typically councils operate many different IT systems which have information about individual customers divided between many applications, with little or no opportunity to share data.
  
3.32 CRM systems should help councils deal with enquiries and requests efficiently, and support good customer service by allowing better access to customer information. Ideally councils should be able to update customer data by updating only one system. Where legacy systems have not been replaced, the CRM system should be linked to those systems and data updated automatically. An effective CRM system should also provide councils with valuable information about demand for services. By developing effective reporting systems and mechanisms, councils should be able to identify areas of high demand and potential problem areas, and tackle areas where there is a danger of service failure. 

3.33 In practice, in those councils Audit Scotland visited, there was only limited integration between new CRM systems and legacy systems. For example, customer service staff still needed to access a variety of systems in addition to the CRM system to update customer data and log requests. Also, reporting arrangements were in the early stages of development, with little information available on specifically how the information gathered through systems would be used to improve service. 

3.34 In summary, the new CRM systems support the operational management of customer contact centres and provide some important and helpful management information, which contributes indirectly to the development of good customer service. They help to support new ways of working by councils and promote efficiency, although they are not generating any significant savings in running costs.

Telephony and call management systems 
3.35 Four of the councils visited by Audit Scotland operated call or contact centres covering more than one service. In each case, some form of call management software was in place to help management establish, and respond to, demand. Managers were able to monitor the following call or contact centre information:

	Number of calls received.

Number of calls waiting in queuing systems.
Number of calls abandoned.
Time taken to answer calls.
Number of calls taken by individual members of staff.
Length of calls dealt with by individual members of staff.
Length of time spent by staff not ‘in call’.

Information about these aspects of call handling provides management with important information about call traffic, staff performance, resource levels and consequent training needs. 

3.36 Setting targets for these aspects will not necessarily deliver improvements in overall service to customers. For example, a target to minimise the length of individual calls may lead to staff closing calls before they have resolved the caller’s query. Councils were keen to stress that there is little point in encouraging staff to deal with calls quickly if this did not result in customers getting the information or service they requested. 
Call centres and first-stop shops do not guarantee improved services

3.37 Providing facilities such as contact centres and first-stop shops should help councils provide better service to customers, but Audit Scotland’s work suggests that improvements in councils’ facilities do not guarantee a better service for customers. Risks and potential obstacles arise from the scope of necessary change, the need for councils to consider the outcomes from improving responses to customers’ enquiries and how well improvements address the areas of greatest need.

Scope
3.38 In pursuing better customer service, councils need to keep sight of the scope and pace of change across the whole range of services to customers. Many councils now provide dedicated points of contact for many common types of customers’ enquiries. Even so, about a third of councils have not made any significant changes in how they are organised to respond to customers. And even where councils have introduced major improvements for customers, other services in the same council – even entire departments – appear untouched by any greater emphasis on more effective service for customers.

Outcomes
3.39 Councils should distinguish between how they manage contacts with customers and 
the consequent outcome for the customer.
 
3.40 Contact centres and first-stop shops help make it easier for customers to access council services, but councils should also manage the end result for the customer. Improving contact with customers is valuable – for example, making it easier for tenants to contact the council and request services such as a house repair. But if the end result is only better access to a weak service – for example, because the council maintenance service frequently fails to turn up on time or to make a good repair – the end result is unlikely to satisfy the customer.
Need

3.41 If councils make improvements without researching what customers want, they may waste money on ineffective or unnecessary projects. They may also fail to identify the areas of greatest potential need (and therefore benefit) while seeking to improve areas which customers consider are of a lower priority.

Summary and recommendations

3.42 It is important that councils know how many customers contact them. Although information about customer contact council-wide is rare, our research shows that broadly:

	The 32 councils in Scotland may collectively deal with 35–40 million or more enquiries from customers every year.

Two out of every three customers contact their council by phone, while face-to-face contacts may account for around one in four of all contacts.
Despite increased online 
activity over recent years, contacts by other means including email and letters are least common, accounting for one in ten contacts.
Despite the wide range of customer enquiries that councils receive, most should be easy to answer.

3.43 A dedicated first point of contact should help councils improve responsiveness to the many enquiries they receive. By 2004, 16 councils had introduced call or contact centres and 19 reported they had a network of first-stop shops or similar facilities covering many of the most common inquiries from customers.

3.44 Improvements at only the front end of councils’ customer operations do not guarantee a better service for customers. If the end result is only better access to a weak service, it is unlikely to satisfy the customers. Councils should manage the end result for the customer as well.

3.45 Councils should improve customer contact through:

	Undertaking effective research to establish how, when and why customers contact them. Understanding these factors should help councils to plan more effectively. 

Analysing what barriers and opportunities exist for access and consistent quality of service to customers across all main activities. 

14 The two councils were South Ayrshire and Stirling. Five other councils offered some information about customer contacts that was restricted to individual departments. Audit Scotland excluded this information as it did not help to estimate total contact volumes.
15 The estimates from Audit Scotland’s joint research with three councils are based partly on manual counts for a sample of contact points for one week only (supplemented with data automatically recorded – for example, by telephone systems – where available). The estimates depend on extrapolation and assumptions about how well the sample represented the entire council’s activity for a much longer period.
16 The three levels of cover for each service area were “all or most services”, “some services”, “little or no services/information only”.




Part 4. Leadership and organisation of customer service

4.1 Many councils consider improving access as a step towards improving overall service to customers, and Part 3 examined how councils have reorganised in recent years to do this. However, when customers contact councils for information or other help, the staff who provide the initial point of contact may not be those who ultimately provide the desired service or information. Improving access alone may represent poor value if there is no corresponding improvement in the underlying service. 

4.2 Part 4 therefore examines the management arrangements within councils to achieve improvement in outcomes for customers. Improving customer service is complex, wide-ranging and fundamental, and there are therefore significant challenges for councils in seeking to implement customer service strategies.

Councils’ customer service plans are at different stages of development

4.3 Audit Scotland’s surveys of councils asked how councils are organised to promote the delivery of effective customer service.17 They asked each council to make a broad assessment of the overall status of its customer service strategy and progress towards implementation and collected information about plans and service standards. They also sought views on the perceived main drivers, barriers and constraints to delivering effective customer service.

4.4 Most councils considered (in 2003) that their customer service strategies were only at an early or intermediate stage of development. According to their own assessment, only four of 27 councils responding had in place mature strategies that were well advanced in implementation. Eleven councils considered that they had a clearly defined strategy and had made some progress in implementation. The remaining 12 councils responding considered they were at an early stage of development in this area.

4.5 In both its 2003 and 2004 surveys, Audit Scotland asked councils how they had documented their plans for developing customer service. In many cases, the plans 
and programmes set high level aims or goals for improvement, and indicated that customer service was an important part of each council’s thinking. 

4.6 Exhibit 29 provides four examples of the high-level aims typical of those set by many councils, illustrating the general aspiration to providing good customer service.

4.7 Audit Scotland’s surveys also asked councils what the most important incentives to improving customer service were. Mostly councils saw all the factors identified in the survey as relevant to improving customer service and of broadly even weighting. The main incentives for improved customer service seem to be a desire to improve service quality and promote access/inclusion, combined with external pressure from the Scottish Executive’s Modernising Government agenda.

4.8 As well as incentives, Audit Scotland’s survey asked councils to comment on the main problems and constraints to delivering better customer service. The constraints fall broadly into two main categories: those concerning resources eg, competing priorities and a perceived lack of resources, both financial and staff; and those concerning organisational culture, 
for example, overcoming departmental ways of thinking and reluctance to change. Other constraints identified by councils included technology costs and engaging members and management, though overall councils tended to see these as less important constraints.

Councils are still developing plans to improve customer service
 
4.9 Audit Scotland’s survey sought information from councils in three important areas of customer service management within each council:
 
	Who is responsible for leading the development of customer service within each council?

Is there a single council-wide plan or strategy for developing good customer service? 
Is there a project team with a specific remit to support the development of good customer service (and how far councils have involved staff more widely in customer service development)?

On leadership
4.10 Audit Scotland’s survey asked who had lead responsibility for taking forward the development and improvement of customer service within each council. The survey results can be grouped broadly into three overlapping categories:

	A general arrangement where responsibility lies with senior management and/or elected members alone (11 councils).

Those where a specific group, team or individual had been allocated responsibility 
(18 councils). (For four of these councils this is in addition to the more general arrangement above.)
	Those where responsibility rests with individual departments (three councils).



On customer service plans
4.11 In response to Audit Scotland’s specific survey question, 13 of 32 councils reported they did not have “a plan or strategy set out in a single document addressing at a corporate level customer service issues.” 

4.12 Of the 19 councils reporting they had recorded their plans in a single document:

	For 11 councils the plans were draft documents or were in the early stages of development. Information in the plans about specific ways of improving and developing services to customers was scarce or absent. 

In three councils, plans were two to four years old and not ‘active’. In two of these cases, the plans were ‘21st Century Government Action Plans’ produced to support bids for MGF funding, not a plan for managing good customer service created independently.
In three further councils, the plans were not dedicated to customer service, but were plans for a wider change programme, ICT strategy or external consultation and communication.
Specific targets to measure standards of customer service to be achieved were rarely present in the plans.

On project teams and involving staff more widely
4.13 In Audit Scotland’s survey, 13 councils reported they had a project team with a specific remit to support the development of customer service. 

	In seven of these councils, the teams had specific responsibilities for assessing services and identifying potential process improvements.

In six councils, the teams had a broader role, for example they were charged with developing a customer service strategy or with overseeing the council’s customer contact centre. 

4.14 Sixteen of the remaining 19 councils reported they did not have a dedicated business change/process review team to support the development of customer service. Three further councils reported they had a project team with a specific remit but did not provide any information about what the remit was.

4.15 These findings are consistent with councils’ self-assessment that many are at a comparatively early or intermediate stage of development. 

4.16 Audit Scotland’s survey also asked about examples of good practice where councils have involved staff more widely in seeking to improve customer service. Twenty-six councils reported they have involved front-line staff to varying degrees in this sort of initiative. Examples of staff involvement included: short-term focus/working groups, on both improved customer service initiatives and more wide-ranging projects, such as communication reviews; discussion of customer service issues in existing forums, such as regular team meetings; and staff involvement through quality initiatives, Best Value reviews and business process re-engineering processes. 

Councils should actively plan to review and improve customer service

4.17 Many councils have aims which recognise the importance of good customer service but do not necessarily have a deliberate programme to achieve the good customer service aims to which they aspire. Where change is necessary in an important area like customer service, a structured approach to identifying, establishing and running a change programme is good practice for any organisation. The Office of Government Commerce (OGC) publishes guidance on programme management techniques. SOCITM also recommends that strong programme management is needed to develop and implement a customer service strategy. Councils should consider whether to adopt established guidance to manage customer service improvements.  

4.18 Councils could provide good leadership without allocating responsibility for change to any individual or team. However, there is a risk is that, without overall accountability being assigned, when problems arise, change programmes will be diverted and no serious recovery action will be attempted. Similarly the absence of a formal plan or programme of change does not necessarily mean that improvements cannot be achieved. For example, some councils Audit Scotland visited have made significant improvements in customer service without a formal council-wide plan. But in those councils responsibility for change was clearly allocated and there was a project management plan for the key changes, including dedicated staff allocated to the customer service improvement project.

4.19 Councils use many approaches to improving customer service. Where there is no single, overarching plan for improvement, changes in customer service may still progress as part of wider initiatives, for example, as part of Best Value reviews of services. Service reviews may include:

	gathering and analysing feedback from customers

seeking the views of staff 
reviewing aspects of a process, or wholesale review 
an independent assessment by staff not directly involved in or responsible for the service.

4.20 Subjecting services to business change reviews are therefore worthwhile. Business review teams can provide a resource and expertise dedicated to seeing service from the customer perspective. Systematic reviews of service from a customer perspective can also help generate improvements in cost-effectiveness and in how services are provided.

4.21 Seven councils have established business review teams with a specific remit to assess services and identify potential process improvements. Exhibit 34 is an example of a dedicated business review team, which North Lanarkshire Council has established as a key aspect of its overall approach to improving services. Exhibit 35, is an example of service improvement from this team’s work. Other councils with business review teams have adopted similar approaches.

Councils should consider setting measurable targets for customer service 

4.22 Performance measurement is a prerequisite for accountability, value for money and Best Value. Particularly when assessing the quality of service delivery, performance measures should take account of the customer perspective. The Accounts Commission has previously reported on approaches to performance measurement, recommending a “balanced scorecard” approach. An organisation’s ability to achieve continuous improvement in its service delivery is critically dependant on its performance measurement approach. The balanced scorecard offers a way of ensuring that an organisation’s strategies and detailed plans have been thought through and are visibly linked to wider goals.
 
4.23 Audit Scotland asked councils what standards, targets and measures they had in place to show the achievement of their overall customer service objectives. Twenty-three councils reported they had set standards and targets in their customer service strategy or spread through other strategies and plans such as their corporate plan. However, the supporting evidence showed that:

	In Audit Scotland’s assessment, only nine councils had set targets or measures to support improved customer service, allowing achievement to be measured. In other councils the ‘targets’ were high-level aims. The aims confirm that councils aspire to good customer service but they could not provide a basis to measure a council’s service to customers or assess performance. Exhibit 37 (page 42) gives some examples of councils’ targets, showing the contrast between specific and measurable examples and more high-level aims. 

In other councils, targets or measures were restricted to how the council responded to complaints, which is important to measure but does not give a full picture of performance. 

4.24 Establishing service standards and performance targets for customer service is difficult because of the hundreds of services that councils deliver. For example, in 2002/03, East Renfrewshire Council developed and monitored 279 service standards. The council found it had generally performed well in meeting service standards, but there was scope for improving measurement by concentrating on fewer but essential indicators to make it easier to assess how well the council had performed.

4.25 In 2004, the Scottish Executive’s draft Customer First strategy18 stated that the ultimate measure of success is the level of customer satisfaction with public services. It proposed establishing a target for customer satisfaction as part of the MGF programme and noted that some councils have already set a baseline measure of 95% customer satisfaction. From Audit Scotland’s survey, seven councils have established performance targets which included some measures of customer satisfaction; Exhibit 38 provides examples of such targets for improving customer satisfaction in three of these councils.

4.26 Councils should also consider developing existing call and contact centre practices which allow the measurement of  ‘value’ and ‘failure’ demand, such as North Lanarkshire Council’s ‘e-Nquiry’ system:

	Value demand is what the call centre exists to meet (eg, “I’m calling to arrange…”)

Failure demand is a repeat call or other evidence of waste (eg, “This is the third time I have called to arrange…”).

Distinguishing between value and failure demand is a very powerful measure of performance because it acts as an incentive to continuous improvement. 

Technology does not appear to provide significant savings
  
4.27 As shown in Part 3, technology may provide the tools to help deliver improvements to customer service but it does not guarantee success or demonstrate benefits. Where councils are making use of technology, it is generally to support wider changes. The setting up of a contact centre means that the technology is not the only change affecting performance, as the new culture established by the call centre also has an influence. It can therefore be difficult for councils to quantify the specific benefits, including savings, derived from new technology.

4.28 Audit Scotland sought evidence of how far benefits from significant council investment in initiatives had matched forecast benefits in the original business case for the investment. While there was some evidence that services had got better – persuasively so in some individual cases – measurable improvement directly attributable to investment in new technology was scarce. 

4.29 Although some business cases were partly justified in relation to forecast cash or efficiency savings councils have not monitored what if any savings have subsequently been achieved. None of the seven councils that Audit Scotland visited which had progressed a significant improvement project with MGF support had completed any formal post-implementation review of the project.

Summary and recommendations

4.30 Improving customer service is a challenge for councils because of the large and varied range of their services. Many councils recognise the importance of good customer service but are only at an early or intermediate stage of development, and few have comprehensive customer service strategies. 

4.31 Most councils have not set customer service improvement targets to measure achievements, yet too many targets may not help assess how well councils serve customers. A more valuable approach may be North Lanarkshire Council’s method of measuring ‘value’ and ‘failure’ demand which provides an incentive to service improvement by identifying causes of failure and so improve services to customers.

4.32 A deliberate programme to manage customer service improvements is good practice and an important first step. Councils need to demonstrate commitment to the programme. Without strategic commitment, there is a risk that worthwhile initiatives may fail and councils will not be able to meet customers’ reasonable service expectations. Councils should ask themselves if they are actively pursuing such a programme as being central to effective service delivery.

4.33 The improvement programme should be based on a properly researched understanding of how, when and why customers contact councils. It should include an analysis of what barriers and opportunities exist for access and consistent quality of service to customers across all main activities. All departments need to be involved (see Part 2). 

4.34 The customer service programme needs to be up-to-date. Responsibility for leadership and delivery needs to be clearly assigned. Measures of success need to be established (see below) as the basis for monitoring.

4.35 Councils should consider establishing project teams with an explicit remit to support the development of good customer service.

4.36 Councils should improve performance measurement. Councils should set key indicators that take account of customer views and experience, including:

	Specific targets for customer satisfaction. Councils could demonstrate a high degree of commitment to customer service by making targets for maintaining or improving customer satisfaction an integral part of performance measurement 

(as some already have). 
This would be consistent with the Scottish Executive’s draft Customer First strategy published in November 2004.
Any targets should distinguish clearly between satisfaction with how a contact is handled and satisfaction with outcomes. This will improve accountability by allowing better comparisons between councils and services.
Targets for improving the effectiveness of council services. Measures which can be used to monitor end results are needed to make sure that improvements in access result in real impact. Distinguishing between value and failure demand is a very powerful measure of performance because it acts as an incentive to continuous improvement.

17 Audit Scotland surveyed all 32 Scottish councils. Five councils participated in a pilot version of the survey in 2003, which Audit Scotland subsequently 	revised and issued to the remaining 27 councils (consequently, for a few questions, analysis is based on the responses of only 27 councils). In 2004, Audit Scotland issued a follow-up survey to all 32 councils. There was a 100% response rate to each survey. Councils were invited to provide evidence, such as copies of any customer service plans, marketing materials and performance information, to support their responses.
18 See paragraph 1.13.  Also http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/1067/0006391.pdf
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