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Introduction 
	1. Following Board approval last September of the concept of a Customer Senate the establishment of the Customer Senate now has its full compliment of 13 Senators. The Customer Access and Involvement Panel successfully recruited 7 Neighbourhood Senators with six Senators being elected from the Service Specific Panels.
2. The Senate has met on a regular basis, 3 weeks out of 4 since November 2008 and in bringing this scrutiny project to a conclusion has met weekly since mid March.
3. The Customer Senate welcomed the opportunity of scrutinising an area of the business whilst developing their method of scrutiny and would like to thank and acknowledge the support of all involved with the process for participating and cooperating with their scrutiny activities. Particular thanks are offered to the officers of Salix Homes who participated in the focus group and to John Cox, Vice Chair of the Salix Homes Board and Chair of Performance Committee for their frank and forthright opinions.

4. The Customer Senate considered a number of areas of the business to scrutinise and selected Salix Direct as their first scrutiny exercise as they felt this was a crucial area of the business for customers. It is acknowledged that approximately 80% of customers prefer to contact Salix Homes by telephone.

5. The Customer Senate were aware that the indicative inspection report of the Audit Commission dated 31st December 2008 recommended that Salix Homes should review the Salix Direct to ensure that customers were happy with the with the service provided and that the performance indicator to answer 80% of calls in 30 seconds was sufficient. Furthermore the report recommended that the transactions handled by Salix Direct on behalf of Salix Homes were considered to ensure that whenever possible a call would be resolved at the first point of contact. 

Scope
6. The majority of customers, approximately 80%, prefer to contact Salix Homes by telephone. This service was inherited from the previous arms length management company. Salix Homes acknowledged from the outset that customers were unhappy with the previous service of having to ring individual numbers to access various service departments and introduced one free phone contact number for all services. 

7. The telephone service is provided by Salix Direct and is governed by a Service Level Agreement (SLA).
8. In undertaking the scrutiny of this service the Customer Senate considered:
· The Service Level Agreement (SLA) with Salford City Council
· The recommendations of the Audit Commission as outlined in their indicative inspection report dated 31st December 2008 
· A series of recommendations to ensure compliance with the SLA and meet the requirements of the Audit Commission
9. The scrutiny was conducted by:
· Undertaking a detailed desktop review of evidence presented by both Salix Homes and Salford City Council.

· Hearing oral evidence from John Tanner, Head of Customer Service, Salford City Council 

· Hearing oral evidence from Amanda Rice, Customer Contact Centre Manager, Salford City Council    
· Hearing oral evidence from Alison Hill, Director of Improvement and Customer Service, Salix Homes

· Hearing oral evidence from Jackson Lloyd 

· Hearing oral evidence from Apollo Heating

· Hearing oral evidence from John Cox Vice Chair Salix Homes Board and Chair of Performance Committee
· Conducting a focus group with officers of Salix Homes 

· Visiting the Salix Direct Call Centre

· Commissioning Salix Homes Mystery Shoppers

· Commissioning a telephone survey of Salix Homes Customers

· Issuing a questionnaire to Customer Service Reprehensive of Salix Direct  
· Utilisation of benchmarking


	Main findings

	1
	Members of the Senate who visited the call centre found no evidence of sufficient call monitoring

	2
	Salix Homes Staff who attended a focus group with members of the Senate were critical of the referral service

	3
	No evidence of ongoing training

	4
	The Senate’s questionnaire for staff working within the call centre was not distributed upon first request and no evidence initially provided on delay

	5
	Lack of compliance with the Service Level Agreement (SLA)

	6
	Insufficient evidence available to inform if SLA monitored robustly

	7 
	Little evidence of any complaints being received about the contact centre which is contrary to anecdotal evidence. It is unclear which complaints process takes precedent in the call centre – SCC or Salix Homes

	8
	No evidence of learning from complaints

	9
	No evidence of feedback being used to inform service improvements

	10
	The categorisation of ‘general’ calls makes it difficult to monitor calls and refer to the appropriate inbox for effective action, possibly resulting in failure in follow on service

	11
	There is evidence to suggest avoidable contacts have only been investigated for the repairs service but no evidence of investigation for other transactions provided by the service.

	12
	Avoidable contacts are being monitored but no evidence that there has been any learning from them.

	13
	No evidence that customer satisfaction is shared with the wider customer body

	14
	Reference to a Customer Charter for the call centre but no evidence provided and unclear if customers have been involved in developing the charter


	15
	No evidence to demonstrate customer involvement or influence is shaping the service

	16
	No evidence to suggest that contact centre promotes a relationship between their Customer Service Representatives and the customer making the call

	17
	Concerns expressed that no results from the IIP survey provided

	18
	Little evidence of benchmarking – no information available in regard of AGMA

	19
	Evidence available to confirm that the Contact centre is now achieving answering 80% of calls in 30 seconds.

	20
	Although penalties have been introduced no evidence to suggest how they are implemented and enforced

	21
	The SLA is non specific in regard of training; attitude; customer satisfaction & value for money

	22
	The added value activities of the contact centre was acknowledged

	23
	The Salix Direct is an inherited service; it is acknowledged that the service is better than customers previously received but no evidence that customers had previously been involved in establishing the contact centre. The service has not been market tested.

	24
	The call centre continues to be used for all transactions with support and guidance for escalation to Salix Homes

	25
	There was no evidence of any diagnostic support for the contact centre to identify repairs


Opinion of the Senate
10. Salix Direct has been operational since July 2007 and as a result a number of key areas and functionalities are still evolving and embedding, including:

· Monitoring compliance with the SLA
· The development of Key Performance Indicators (KPI)
· Customer satisfaction surveys
11. The Service Level Agreement was signed on behalf of Salix Homes by Alison Hill on 11th August 2008
12. The SLA was due for renewal on 31st March 2009. However in view of the scrutiny of the service the Customer Senate requested that the existing SLA was extended pending the conclusion of the scrutiny exercise. The Executive Management Team agreed to this request and the Senate welcomed their support.
13. The SLA agreement has been extended for a period of 3 months pending the Senate recommendations.
14. The Executive Management Team provided the Senate with a copy of the SLA and a project initiation document. The project initiation document is a key document of project management methodology of Salix Homes and a critical aide before commencing a project or review of a service.
15. The Senate agreed the scope of the project by considering the extent of the recommendations made by the Audit Commission to examine the performance indicator of answering 80% of calls within 30 seconds and the nature of transactions handled by the Salix Direct.
16. The Senate considered the evidence required to make an informed decision and subsequently formally requested additional evidence in relation to Salix Direct and the SLA. 
17. The additional evidence provided was scrutinised and found to be inadequate, consequently it was decided to hear oral evidence, visit Salix Direct, issue a satisfaction questionnaire for Customer Service representatives at Salix Direct, a focus group with officers of Salix Homes, commissioning of Salix Homes Mystery Shoppers and a telephone survey of Salix Homes Customers. This was to enable the Senate to bridge any gaps in the earlier evidence provided.
Summary of Main Findings
Report Detail
18. The following findings have been generated from six key sources:
· Salix Direct Contact Centre Staff

· Salix Direct Management

· Salix Homes Staff & Board Members

· Salix Homes Management
· Customers of Salix Homes
· Stakeholders
From our investigations, which included self-generated surveys, interviews, site visits and focus groups; we can identify certain key points of note and concern.

Salix Direct Contact Centre
19. Following a visit to the contact centre by a group of senators, there was no evidence of a program of continuing training for contact centre staff, or any method of ascertaining staff satisfaction within the centre. 

20. Following a request for the contact centre to provide evidence of such training and satisfaction, the Senate produced a brief survey for Customer Service Representatives who answer calls on behalf of Salix Direct in lieu of any alternative evidence. 
21. In total 19 out of 35 surveys have been returned, the majority of Customer Service Representatives had worked at the call centre for over two years, felt supported by their management, felt they provided a good service and were supported by their management. A small number felt they would benefit from refresher training on repairs and a more detailed knowledge of income management and anti-social behaviour. A small number felt that the information exchange between Salix Homes and Salix Direct had room for improvement.
22. It is noted that during the scrutiny period the Contact Centre undertook a staff satisfaction questionnaire for an Investment In People assessment, the results of the questionnaire have not been made available to the Customer Senate. It is further noted that although the contact centre had previously been awarded Ambassador Status from Investors In People no formal evidence of this was offered.

The Service Level Agreement 
23. The Customer Senate identified a number of issues relating to the Service Level Agreement that exists between Salix Homes and Salix Direct. 

24. There was little or no evidence provided by Salix Direct management, for example, that there is an attempt to ‘development stronger and more direct relationships with customers’ (SLA) beyond the implementation of the required number of customer call-backs per month. The SLA does not clearly state how 
customers should be involved with the ongoing development of the contact centre.  

25. Neither is there an apparent system in place to monitor the SLA robustly. The minutes of partnership meetings did not demonstrate an effective and robust monitoring system, nor is it apparent how any penalties would be invoked.
26. The SLA is vague and non-specific regarding contact centre staff training 

   and continuous development. 

27. There is reference to a Customer Charter for the contact centre, however no evidence has been made available to determine the level of customer involvement in developing this charter, nor was the charter made available to Senators. 

28. Evidence produced for the Senate relating to customer complaints, seemed to conflict with evidence received from other sources, and the Senates view is that there is indeed a failure to provide adequate evidence regarding this important area. There is no evidence that complaints regarding the contact 
centre are utilised as a tool for improving service levels to customers, and to 
Salix Homes per se. 

29. With specific regard to ‘avoidable contacts’, it appears that the investigation has not spread beyond avoidable repairs calls, and again, the findings of such an investigation do not appear to influence future practice. 

30. Calls are monitored at the contact centre, and an amount of evidence has been provided to this end, however, not the evidence that has been requested. It is also alarming that the contact centre monitoring information appears to be too vague, with the term ‘general calls’ being used to identify what are a significant percentage of all calls. When questioned, Salix Direct management were unable to explain the use of this general label satisfactorily. 

31. From the evidence provided it was noted that Contact Centre views Salix Homes as their customer in that there is a direct business relationship through the SLA. The Senate acknowledged this unique relationship but considered there is a need for developing a more direct relationship with the actual users of the service, particularly in regard of service development and improvements to service delivery.
32. On the positive side, the contact centre are now attaining the required number of 80% of calls in 30 seconds, although this ‘good news’ is not shared with the customer base as a whole.  The Senate considered evidence of the ‘mpathy’ benchmarking service when considering the target and although Salix Direct had not participated in the benchmarking service the Senate was able to compare performance of Salix Direct with similar organisations, the performance was comparable.
Referrals (calls not resolved at the first point of contact)
33. Officers within Salix Homes, through the medium of a focus group, suggested that there were several issues involving their relationship with the contact centre; these being unnecessary delays in passing calls through to Salix Homes, and this information being, on occasion, inaccurate. 

34. There was concern that staff at Salix Direct may be under pressure to answer calls and therefore sought the route of referral rather than resolution.

35. There was an acknowledgement that Customer Service Representatives 
may not have the skills required to deal with some transactions for e.g. high level rent arrears and serious incidents of anti-social behaviour and nuisance.
Customer Involvement

36. The Senate was made aware of the inherited nature of the contact centre 
service, however when requested, it was not made clear the level of customer involvement in the setting up of the service either initially, or at the point of transition to Salix Homes. The contact centre continues to be utilised as the first point of contact for customers of Salix Homes.
37. It is acknowledged that the contact centre provides an element of added 
value to both customers of Salix Homes and the day to day operations of Salix Homes. The Senate welcomed the benefits this brought and considered that this is an area of the service worthy of further development.
Customer opinion

38. Whilst anecdotal evidence would suggest a degree of customer dissatisfaction with the service there is little evidence to support this. The majority of customers who responded to surveys and were contacted by telephone for their opinions and experience of Salix Direct reported that they were satisfied with the time taken to answer their calls and found the staff to be knowledgeable and helpful.

39. Customers acknowledged that the 2 hour call back system introduced by 
Salix Homes was an improvement on what they previously received some expressed their concern that in certain cases they would like to speak directly to an officer. Customers felt it was more appropriate to speak with an officer in regard of particular actions on rent accounts or if they had ongoing concerns in regard of anti-social behaviour or nuisance.
40. Customers expressed particular concern in regard of anti-social behaviour that occurred out of office hours and felt that there was little support available. This mirrored concerns expressed by officers of Salix Homes.
Stakeholders

41. The majority of calls being received by the contact centre were in regard of repairs and significant progress has been made in regard reducing the number of avoidable contacts. The effort of both Jackson Lloyd and the contact centre to achieve this was acknowledged and appreciated. The Customer Senate recognised the benefit of such an intensive exercise and acknowledged that other service areas would benefit from a similar exercise.

42. The ability for Customer Service Representatives to correctly diagnose the repair required is considered to be a critical factor in ‘getting it right first time’, reducing avoidable contacts and improving customer satisfaction. The ‘job shadowing’ training programme initially undertaken by Jackson Lloyd with Customer Service Representatives contributed to some improvements in diagnostics, however wrong diagnostics continue to be of concern.
43. The improvements achieved in relation to gas servicing by customers making calls direct to Apollo Heating were acknowledged. The Senate recognised that there may be benefits to customers if all calls in regard of gas were made directly to Apollo 
Heating. 

Recommendations

	Reference point
	Recommendations
	Priority

	18,19
	Develop a programme of ongoing training that Salix Homes influences 
	High

	26
	Develop and agree a Customer Charter for Salix Homes that includes Salix Direct.
	High

	24, 30
	Customers to be involved in a more robust monitoring of the SLA
	Medium

	23, 30
	Customers to be involved in commissioning all future SLAs. 
	High

	27
	Review complaints process and use of CRM by officers

· Salix Homes procedure to take precedent at all times
	Medium

	27
	Ensure learning from complaints should be recorded and publicised
	Medium

	27
	Review feedback process to improve service delivery
	High

	29
	Review how and why calls are categorised as ‘general’ calls. 

· Establish appropriate referral systems for each category of calls and determine which “inbox” they should be forwarded to 

· Salix Homes to provide training and support to embed the use of all categories
	High

	29
	Commission a piece of work to investigate and reduce the number of avoidable contacts across the business 
	Medium

	31
	Publish performance data

· Advertise that customers are involved in monitoring performance
	Medium

	24, 30
	Involve customers in the monitoring of the service

· Evidence how customers are able to influence and shape service
	Medium

	30, 34
	Promote the relationship between the contact centre and customers using the service
· Deliver the Salix Way training and embed the ethos within the contact centre

· Ensure effective communication between officers of Salix Homes and Salix Direct
	Medium

	31
	Salix Direct to effectively engage with the ‘mpathy’ benchmarking programme on an annual basis
	High

	31, 37
	That the performance indicator should be maintained at 80% of calls answered within 30 seconds (6 rings)
	Low

	18, 34. 41
	Support should be offered to Salix Direct to enable them to ‘get it right first time’
	Medium

	24
	Develop a policy for invoking penalties
	

	18,23, 26, 35
	The SLA should be reviewed with customers to include specific recommendations in regard of training; attitude; customer satisfaction and value for money
	Medium

	36 
	The added value opportunities continue to be explored and utilised effectively for all customers and support the gathering of business intelligence
	Low

	35
	The service should be market tested at an appropriate point in the future when Salix Homes has embedded the new Integrated Housing Management System and an option would be to bring the service in house
	Low

	32,33,34,38
	All rent enquiries owing six weeks rent or more should be referred immediately to the Income Management Team
	High

	28, 38
	Direct telephone number on all outgoing post to customers to all customers owing six week rents or more or involved in ongoing anti-social behaviour or nuisance
	High

	28,38
	Free phone number to be removed from standard letters where appropriate
	High

	32,38,39
	All category A anti-social behaviour or nuisance to be referred immediately to the Safer Team
· Specific training and support to be provided to Salix Direct
	High

	32,38,39
	Explore the opportunity to offer an out of hours service for anti-social behaviour or nuisance

· Consider the possibility of a Safer Officer to provide an out of hours service within the re-procurement of the out of hours service
	High

	42
	Explore the opportunity for all gas service calls to be handled by Apollo
	Medium

	41
	Develop and introduce a repairs diagnostic tool kit
	High

	18,41
	Reintroduce a repairs training programme in partnership with Jackson Lloyd
	High
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