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PS02: Improving the management of customer demand by closing customer service centres, implementing changes to working and re-locating quick enquiry and appointment based face to face services within libraries.
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1. RECOMMENDATIONS / DECISION REQUESTED
1. Members are asked to approve changes to the management of customer demand by closing customer service centres, implementing changes to working and re-locating quick enquiry and appointment based face to face services within libraries.  
1. The proposal affects services at the following locations: Heywood, Middleton, Milnrow and Rochdale.
2. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS
2.1. At present, we receive just over 85,000 contacts per year face to face, compared with more than 400,000 over the phone and 1.1 million visits on the web.  Every face to face transaction costs on average, more than £15, while every phone transaction costs approximately £4.40 and for the web each visit costs a few pence.   
2.2. Research carried out for the council in 2010 indicates that across all socio-economic groups of residents in the borough, telephone is the preferred method of contact.  This research was based on Experian consumer data about the actual behaviour of local residents in other areas of their lives (e.g. how they bank, how they shop etc).  It was further supplemented by a local survey of 1,000 residents to test their views on preferred methods of access who, across all customer groups, identified phone as a preferred access method, however the issue of affordability of 0845 numbers was a concern.  To help to address this in the short term, free phone access to the contact centre has been introduced as a pilot in some of our face to face centres - and since introducing this, the take up of phone by existing face to face customers has increased significantly.  Further work is now needed to address the affordability of 0845 numbers.  A separate options paper will be tabled on this basis within the first quarter of 2012.
2.3. Approximately 80% of all enquiries dealt with face to face are in relation to revenues and benefits, with the remainder predominantly relating to RBH.  A small number of contacts relate to basic information requests or to environmental management services – which staff ‘double handle’ as they phone these through to the contact centre, creating waste.

2. In recent months, work has been carried out to move some of the high volume Revenues and Benefits customer transactions online, including new claims and changes of circumstance.  Within just a few months, online take up for new claims is in excess of 60% which suggests that if we make more services available online, customers, with support, will choose to use them.    By moving volumes like this to alternative channels, this reduces customer reliance on face to face services meaning that we can retain face to face for those who need it most – and reduce the cost of providing this to the council. 
2. For these reasons, this proposal seeks to better manage customer demand at four of our customer service centres by merging customer service provision into the nearest libraries, encouraging customers to use  on site phone and web provision as initial points of access where appropriate (and with support if needed) - and closing separate customer service buildings/spaces.  Face to face access will still be available for quick enquiries where needed (e.g. validation of documents) and bookable face to face appointments will be made for customers with specific needs (see 1.4).  This approach will make better use of council assets and staffing resources and will reduce the cost of service access to the council. 

2. The proposal affects customer service sites at Heywood, Middleton, Milnrow and Rochdale.  It builds on changes already made at Phase 3 to provision at Kirkholt, Langley and Littleborough.

2. At each site, web terminals and free phones have been/will be introduced to connect customers to the contact centre and customers who are able to use phone and web technology will be signposted to web and phone as first points of contact.  Support will be made available to customers using online services as required.  This way of working is already well established at Rochdale and Heywood customer service sites and has received a positive response from the majority of customers using it. A facility will also be made available at each site for the scanning and validation of documents.

2. Customers who have specific needs that are unable to be met by phone or online services will either be dealt with there and then (for quick enquiries) or will be offered an appointment (for more complex matters).  These customers include customers with a disability, whose first language isn’t English or whose needs are too complex to be dealt with via other channels.  Front line staff will have the discretion, within the above guidance, to assess which customers require an appointment.  The reasons for issuing appointments will be monitored to ensure that face to face service is maintained and accessible for those who need it most. 

2. During the course of the consultation, a significant number of staff in the service have successfully obtained alternative employment.   As a result, councilors took a decision during the consultation period to pilot changes at Milnrow in order to ensure service continuity and so that these could inform a final decision.  The new way of working at Milnrow became operational early in December and the feedback from customers has so far been positive, with most opting to use the telephone provided and a small number of appointments being delivered so far.  
2. At Middleton, significant changes are being made to the library building to ensure the site is accessible for all customers and this will allow appointments to be delivered from rooms on both the ground and upper floors which will be accessible by lift.   These changes are being made at the same time as heritage works take place to minimise the potential disruption to customers.  

2. At Heywood, space will be created downstairs within the library to facilitate appointments and the council will also be able to make use of seminar rooms in the Phoenix Centre on a booked basis as required.  The council’s asset management team is working closely with Customer Access to secure an alternative tenant for the current ground floor service area of the Phoenix Centre.  The current cost of this space has not been included as a saving, so any leased space would be counted as additional income.  

2. At Rochdale, the Customer Service Centre on floor 2 will be retained until services move into the new building, but the footprint of Customer Services will be minimised to allow some of the space to the rear of floor 2 to be used for different purposes should this be required.  Should it be more cost effective to make use of the whole of floor 2 for alternative purposes ahead of the move to the new building, then customer services would move into the small library space accessible via the walkway through the former TJ Hughes store or via the escalators adjacent to the existing customer service site.  This approach allows the council maximum flexibility to ensure the greatest value for money while maintaining quality services for our customers.  Should a move into the library be proposed ahead of the move to the new offices, discussions would take place with RBH and HMRC to ensure that their requirements are met.
2. In order to deliver these changes, the following specific changes are needed:
· The creation of a fixed term operational training post to work on the front line alongside existing staff to support the creation and embedding of new processes, channel shift and self service. The post will also work alongside and upskill the front line workforce to support the changes to service delivery ahead of the move to the new council building in Rochdale.

· A corporate booking to ensure resources are managed appropriately across all sites.  This is being progressed separately with the ICT client team.

· A gradual increase in capacity at the contact centre will be needed as changes are made at each office.  To facilitate this, staff will be recruited to a ‘transitional pool’ from which staff will move across to the contact centre as required.

· A call routing system (press 1 for benefits, 2 for bins etc) will be introduced in the contact centre to ensure customers can speak to the most appropriate advisor who can answer their enquiry first time.  Doing this allows elements of the switchboard to be automated, increasing capacity to deal with more complex calls.  The system will be tweaked on an ongoing basis to ensure it meets customer requirements.

· A pool of face to face staff will be retained to deliver triage activity at point of contact and to deliver appointments.  These staff will be trained to deliver more end to end benefits processes than is currently the case to remove duplication.

· Once this change, wider channel shift work and transformation relating to access at the new building in Rochdale is complete, there will be a reduced contact centre and management requirement in this area.  It is proposed that management of Customer Access is further reduced from 14/15 onwards along with contact centre costs.

· In addition to the above changes and the introduction of free phones in specific libraries, the affordability of 0845 numbers has been raised by customers and as a result a separate paper will be tabled seeking to change the numbering strategy for the contact centre to something more affordable for our customers.
2. Making these changes will still allow customers to access our services in a variety of ways according to their needs, but would move us from an on demand face to face service to a managed demand approach, with an appointment system similar to that used by doctors and dentists.  This puts a clear emphasis on the council pro-actively promoting and embedding at the norm the most effective form of contact, while preserving face to face for the people who need it most.
2.15. The benefits are:

· Improved processing times for benefits claims, changes of circumstance.

· Resolution at first point of contact for face to face appointments

· Recognition of customer preference in the design of services
· Speedier resolution via the contact centre as we ensure appropriate capacity to meet demand

· No reduction in face to face for those who need it most (people with a disability, whose first language is not English or who have particularly complex needs)

· Support through libraries for our customers towards greater independence and self reliance (development of ICT skills for example)

· Improved access to services via single locations (removal of separate access for libraries/customer services)

· Better management of demand – if terms and conditions change for example, we can increase/decrease the number of available appointments on a particular day – rather than having queues increasing which would be the case with an ‘on demand’ service.

· Cost reduction to the council

3. ALTERNATIVE ACTIONS CONSIDERED
3.1. The retention of the current service delivery model was considered; however this would not make best use of council resources and would not deliver a saving.

3.2. Customer Services is a non statutory service and we also considered an outright deletion of the entire function, with libraries staff making appointments for customers who have defined needs under the Equalities Act.  This approach was considered unviable given the volume of customers who require access to services, the nature of the enquiries answered and the requirement to have skilled staff, with a good knowledge of the service,  assessing need at point of contact.
4. BACKGROUND & SUMMARY
4.1. As above

5. CONSULTATION UNDERTAKEN / REQUIRED
5.1. Full consultation has been carried out with staff, trade unions, public and other stakeholders.
5.2. The detail of the proposal and the saving achievable have both changed as a result of this input.  
5.3. Staff consultation included: 
· Regular consultation meetings with union representatives via SCGs
· Regular meetings between management and Team Leaders
· Regular meetings between management and Customer Service staff.

· Direct individual contact with management – by email, by phone and face to face

· Face to face drop in sessions offered once a week by senior management.
5.4. Public consultation included

· Four open public consultation events - one in each township, attended by senior management
· Surveying of existing face to face customers in each township facilitated by Performance and Transformation staff 
· Web consultation – using the council consultation portal
In addition, discussions have taken place with partners, including HMRC, RBH and the PCT in relation to the proposals.

Staff at Middleton customer service centre also carried out their own survey of customers – the detail of this is provided in section 7.
6. Summary / assessment of staff consultation

6.1. One formal response to consultation has been received from Unison.  This response raised concerns about the staffing levels originally proposed, particularly in relation to resilience and the impact on the borough’s most vulnerable customers.  In addition, concerns were raised about the validity of financial assumptions regarding channel shift. Proposals have since been amended to address the concerns about resilience.  A series of workshops will be held with all customer service staff to explain the financial and customer benefits of channel shift in February and to address misconceptions any ongoing concerns.  Discussions with staff since the proposals have been amended confirm that the majority of staff support the amendments made to the proposal.  Positively, because of a significant reduction in staffing during the consultation period (staff were supported to secure alternative employment or requesting voluntary redundancy), the number of FTE in the revised proposal virtually matches the existing number of FTE that will remain in the service from January.  There will however be slightly more part time posts than is currently the case.  Therefore a minimal amount, if any, of compulsory redundancies should now occur as a result of this proposal.

6.2. An alternative proposal was received from




.  This has been taken into account when drafting the revised proposal.  
6.3. Comments were made by staff in relation to specific ring-fencing arrangements and small changes to the wording of job descriptions were requested. Job descriptions have been amended slightly to reflect these requests – and ring fencing arrangements have been changed where appropriate, in line with the council’s policy.
7. Summary/ assessment  of non staffing consultation

7.1. Four meetings were held (one in each township) mid way through the consultation period.  In total, 34 people attended these sessions – 12 in Heywood, 14 in Pennines, 1 in Rochdale and 7 in Middleton.  In general, there was overall support for the principles of the proposal.  The main concerns raised were:
· To ensure face to face access is available for people with a disability
· To ensure customers were informed about what evidences they need to bring to avoid repeat appointments
· To ensure that signage in libraries is improved to clearly signpost the availability of phones, web and face to face access.
A suggestion was also made to roll out the access to free phones at libraries boroughwide.  This will be considered separately by the library service.

7.2. Four responses were received via the corporate web consultation, two strongly agreeing with the proposal and two strongly disagreeing.
7.3. 119 survey responses were received from existing face to face customers.  Most respondents stated that they prefer a face to face service – with a majority stating that face to face services are needed for people with a disability, whose first language is not English or who have very complex issues.  This concern is addressed in the guidance to staff that states these groups as priority customer groups for face to face service delivery. 
7.4. An additional survey was carried out by staff at Middleton customer service centre.  This survey stated that ‘Your customer service centres are being closed down’ and encouraged customers to comment.  However the full detail of the proposal, including alternative provision, was not explained.  There were 25 responses to this survey – all disagreeing with closures.  Although organised by staff and not endorsed as methodologically sound, these responses are included so that members have full sight of all public and staff input prior to taking a decision.
8. Equality/Community Impact Assessments

8.1. Because the majority of face to face customers are accessing services relating to benefits, there is an unequal impact on people who are socio-economically disadvantaged.  This is mitigated by providing alternative forms of access free at point of contact (e.g. free web and phone access via library sites and slightly longer term via the introduction of a new numbering protocol for the contact centre).

8.2. The potential impact on people with a disability or whose first language is not English is mitigated by the automatic offer of face to face appointments as required for these customer groups.

8.3. There are no other unequal impacts as a result of this proposal.

9. Workforce Equality Impacts Assessment

There are no significant workforce equality issues arising form this report.

10. 
VOLUNTARY SECTOR IMPACTS

There are no significant equality/community issues arising form this report.

11.  Detail of amendments or changes made to the original proposals as a       result of consultation

11.1. Amendments or changes made from staffing consultation

11.1.1. The proposed structuring of staffing has been changed as a result of consultation.  The proposed number of posts have been supplemented to ensure adequate resilience and skill at point of contact to assure an appropriate level of service delivery to customers.  The number of available appointment sessions has been increased based on known volumes as a result of pilot activity.
11.1.2. The proposal to move staff to the contact centre has been amended slightly to deliver this change on a gradual basis, with a ‘transitional pool’ created.  This ensures a managed approach to change and allows the contact centre to ensure that its resource allocations are appropriate prior to transfers taking place.

11.2. Amendments or changes made from non-staffing consultation/EIA

11.2.1. As above
12. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
12.1. Building Success and Independence
12.2. PS02: Improving the management of customer demand by closing customer service centres, implementing changes to working and re-locating quick enquiry and appointment based face to face services within libraries.
12.3. Breakdown of Savings from the Service
Service Name: Customers and Communities Service
Area of Service:  Customer Access

Cost Centres affected: Various
Is this a cost or additional saving: Saving  
	 
	Savings 2012/13 

£000
	Savings 2013/14 £000
	Savings 2014/15 £000

	
	Ongoing
	One Off
	Ongoing
	One Off
	Ongoing
	One Off

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Net Savings
	    479.3 
	
	479.3
	
	705.9
	

	Additional Income Generated

(show as a positive figure)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total Savings
	     
	
	
	
	
	

	Implementation Costs
	    
	   (15.0)
	
	
	
	

	Total Savings less Implementation Costs
	     479.3
	   (15.0)
	479.3
	
	705.9
	


The savings achievable are less than originally projected.  This is because of changes made to the proposal as a result of consultation.  The gap in savings will be achieved from within the wider Customers and Communities Service budget and alternative proposals will be brought forward early in 2012 to remove any risk to non delivery of the overall target and to ensure a balanced budget.     
The savings outlined in this proposal represent 53% of the net controllable base budget for Customer Services. 
12.4. Financial Impact on another service? No
There will be no financial impact on another service as a result of this proposal.
12.5. Details of the Financial Impact on another service
There is a financial impact on the contact centre as a result of this proposal as staff and budgets will be transferred across and savings made from 14/15 onwards.
12.6. Voluntary Sector Financial Impact

There are no specific risk issues for members to consider arising from this report
13.  LEGAL IMPLICATIONS
13.1. There are no specific legal implications as a result of this report.  Equality of access for protected groups have been considered as part of the Equality Impact Assessment.

14.  PERSONNEL IMPLICATIONS
14.1. The HR report identifies the full personnel implications, including specific details of posts that have been proposed for removal, proposed grades of new posts, contractual arrangements, hours etc. 
15.  RISK ASSESSMENT IMPLICATIONS 
	
	Risk
	Mitigation

	15.1
	If staffing absence levels were to increase significantly above target levels, this would leave limited resilience for service delivery.
	Strong absence management in line with council policy.

	15.2
	Increase in level of demand from customers as a result of national changes to benefits etc
	This is in part mitigated by the additional resilience added to the proposal.  Demand is assessed on a weekly basis (and can be assessed daily if required) and changes to benefits etc are planned with the Revenues and Benefits function in advance.  Should adjustments be necessary in the future these will be made in liaison with the functions concerned.

	15.3
	
	

	15.4
	
	


16.  ASSET IMPLICATIONS
There are implications for:  Floor 2, Municipal Offices and Phoenix Centre, Heywood, as a result of this report as described in section 1.

Changes at Middleton are being made separately, but the requirements for accessible appointment space have been taken into account in these changes.
17. JOINT WORKING
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