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                                       Customer Service Strategy

Introduction

Customer service is at the heart of everything we do – whether it’s responding to an inquiry about child care, enhancing a program to better meet the needs of our residents, or replying to an e-mail in a timely, efficient manner. We are here to serve our customers. 

A few years ago, we determined that despite our current commitment to customer service, we could still do better. That is why Halton Region took the lead on a three-year initiative to heighten the level of customer service we provide. 

Launched in June 2001, the new customer service strategy was designed to provide even better customer service than we were before the strategy was implemented. By centralizing the customer service function we could offer Halton customers “one-stop shopping” access to our services…simple, convenient, efficient access to whatever they need. 

Purpose

This document was created in response to the growing number of inquiries for information on Halton Region’s Customer Service Strategy. It has been designed to provide readers with an overview of the steps that were involved in moving the organization to a new level of customer service.

The following list is a summary of the contents contained in this document:

· Background 

· The Strategy

· Communication

· Accomplishments

Copyright/Permission to Reproduce

The material in this document was produced by the Regional Municipality of Halton for the purpose of providing readers with an understanding of Halton’s 

Customer Service Strategy. Reproduction of this material is permitted in accordance with the following standards:

· The Regional Municipality of Halton must be identified as the source of this information;

· The reproduction may not be represented as an official version of the materials reproduced, nor as having been made in affiliation with or with the endorsement of the Regional Municipality of Halton; 

· Reproduction of multiple copies of this material for the purposes of commercial redistribution is strictly prohibited.

Background   

The creation of our new Customer Service Strategy is the result of an initiative called “citizen-centred service”. Citizen-centred service is a move by governments to join together and provide seamless, coordinated access to their services. The idea is that a citizen can find information, services, and programs offered by different levels of government from a single point of contact, such as a phone call or a visit to a government location or Web site.

Customer Service Review

In the spring/summer of 2000, we conducted a review of our customer service across the corporation. It included the study of our current practices, a study of government best practices, and interviews with management and front-line staff in customer service roles.

The key findings of the review were that we needed to:

· Improve telephone and electronic accessibility to the organization

· Develop corporate customer service standards

· Establish corporate wide customer satisfaction measurements

· Provide additional customer service training and coaching

· Reduce the number of call transfers experienced by the customer

· Provide easily retrievable information for staff dealing with customers

These findings led to the development of our new Customer Service Strategy in the fall of 2000. In January 2001, we sought the endorsement of Regional Council and began implementation.

The Strategy 

The goals we had in mind when we started the strategy were to:

· Make it easy for citizens to access our programs and services

· Provide citizens with choice in how those programs and services are accessed (telephone, walk in, mail, fax, Web)

· Provide consistent levels of service in line with citizen expectations

· Monitor the level of service and citizen satisfaction and perceptions of value with the service on an ongoing basis

· Create a service organization that can adapt and respond to new government service delivery opportunities

· Provide service information to support corporate decision making

The results of the review in 2000 provided us with a list of objectives to help us achieve these goals, and they became the core of the new strategy:

· Improve telephone and electronic accessibility to this organization

· Establish corporate-wide customer service standards

· Provide additional customer service training and coaching

· Reduce the number of call transfers experienced by the customer

· Provide easily retrievable information for staff dealing with customers

The new Customer Service Strategy is about raising the bar, and taking our previous customer service practices to the next level. There was an opportunity to not only improve our current level of customer service, but to establish more trust with our customers, and demonstrate even more value for their tax dollars.

Halton Region’s Customer Service Strategy is a move to provide even better customer service than we were before, by centralizing the customer service function to offer Halton customers “one-stop shopping” access to our services and information. We want to ensure that they benefit from quality, well-coordinated programs, services and information that are easy to access…and delivered in a courteous manner. 

This table illustrates our goals for the customer service strategy, and contrasts where we were with where we will be by the end of 2003.

	Where we were
	Where we will be

	· We approached customer service as separate departments
	· We will have an integrated, well-coordinated approach to serving our customers

	· Departments had different ways and standards of delivering service, so our customers didn’t get consistent service
	· Everyone will approach customer service with the same standards so the customer has a consistent experience

	· We didn’t have a customer service proposition so that our staff understood what we were trying to accomplish
	· We will have a customer service proposition that everyone knows and understands

	· Employees were committed to providing excellent customer service, but they didn’t have the proper tools and processes to support them
	· We will have the technology, structure, and processes in place so that our staff are equipped to deliver our excellent standards of customer service

	· It was not always efficient and easy for our customers to get the service they wanted
	· Customers will receive quality, well-coordinated service that meets their needs and is easy to get


Halton Region’s Customer Service Strategy

The central piece of the customer service strategy is the centralization of the customer service function in Access Halton. Through the implementation of the customer service strategy it provides initial customer contact for all Halton Region programs, services and information via telephone, e-mail or walk-in. Access Halton is a single-window first point of contact for Halton Region citizens regarding regional information.

The Customer Service Strategy is a long-term plan that is being phased in over a three-year period. In some cases, the steps run concurrently:

Step 1:
Organizational Readiness
January to June 2001

The first step was to prepare the organization for the upcoming changes, including improving access to our core services (e.g. after-hours calling, our Web site) as well as developing a self-service strategy. 

	Purpose of this Step
	Activities

	To prepare the organization for the move to a new level of customer service
	· Initiated the project

· Established the Community Relations Division, which includes the Customer Service function

· Made immediate improvements in electronic and telephone access to our core services 

· Established linkages with the provincial and federal governments to provide “one-stop” access to information


Step 1 was completed in June 2001, and it really set the stage to proceed with credibility and confidence to Steps 2 and 3.

Step 2:
Design Customer Service Processes
July 2001 to June 2003

The second phase of the strategy primarily involves the review of customer service practices in the divisions, and the documentation of how inquiries in each program area should be handled by Access Halton and the divisional staff. This step is being implemented over a two-year period. 

	Purpose of this Step
	Activities

	To design the infrastructure we need to implement the Customer Service Strategy; the tools, processes, and standards
	· Conduct in-depth reviews on a program by program area basis

· Develop on-line directories and response guidelines for the Customer Service Representatives

· Develop self-service strategy on the Web site 

· Develop customer service performance standards

· Develop guidelines and contact flows for tracking customer inquiries

· Design ongoing customer service training and learning programs


Step 3:
Centralizing customer service

July 2001 to December 2003 

The third phase of the strategy is being implemented over a two-year period (2002/2003) and involves primarily the centralizing of  customer service for all Halton Region programs, services and information via telephone, e-mail or walk in. 

	Purpose of this Step
	Activities

	To put in place a centralized customer service model
	· Implement a centralized customer service unit. This means Access Halton will be the first point of contact for basic facts and information on Halton programs and services

· Integrate Customer Service into our performance management programs

· Select and implement technologies to support the centralized customer service function

· Implement self-service options


So that by January 2004….

· We will have an integrated, well-coordinated approach to serving our customers

· We will have a Customer Service proposition that everyone knows and understands

· All staff will approach customer service with our established standards so the customer has a consistent experience

· We have the technology, structures, and processes in place so that our staff are equipped to deliver our excellent standards of Customer Service

· Customers receive quality, well-coordinated service that meets their needs and is easy to get
Communication

An organizational change of this magnitude could only be successful by building trust and credibility for the strategy among staff. Communication was critical to generating support and momentum for the strategy, and to sustaining staff’s interest in, and commitment to, the changes to come.

The three main communication challenges that we identified were:

· Our communication needed to meet the demands of a large and diverse internal audience;

· Our communication needed to bring about change in behaviour throughout the entire organization – not just “public facing” staff

· We needed to gain acceptance and support in recognition of the fundamental change this would mean.

To ensure that staff knew about and supported the Customer Service Strategy, an internal communications strategy was developed. While we consulted with the Senior Management group during the initial development of the strategy, we needed to communicate it to the rest of the staff at Halton Region.

In January 2001, we initiated our communications strategy on the project by holding a special staff meeting with 150 directors, managers, and specialists. The strategy was unveiled at this meeting, supported by extensive information on change management to ready staff for the changes to come. 

As a result of extensive research and planning, our communications tactics were designed to ensure staff “felt a part” of the strategy:

· “CAO Meet and Greet” – all staff invited to have coffee with the Chief Administrative Officer and ask questions about the strategy (held in two locations to allow as many staff as possible to attend)

· “Leading the Change” Toolkit for Managers – prepared them to be visible champions of the project and helped them answer questions from staff

· Regular updates on the customer service strategy during CAO staff assemblies

· Spotlight on Service newsletter – created just for this project

· Open House at Access Halton

· Multiple staff feedback options (e.g. e-mail address)

· Training courses for staff

· Intranet – checklists, background presentations, frequently asked questions, etc.

Accomplishments

Establishment of a single toll-free number: 1-866-4HALTON

· Allows convenient toll-free dialling to all Halton residents and businesses

· Improved accessibility to the Region, enhanced customer service experience

Additional trunk lines added to reduce the frequency of busy signals

Self-service Call Directing

· Callers can self-direct their own call (if they prefer) by dialling the direct extension number, or accessing a staff directory

· Guaranteed live answer available

· Diverting calls to the “thru-dial” for callers who prefer it allows Halton’s Customer Service Representatives to focus on providing more personalized attention to callers who prefer a live answer option

Customer Service Training

· Developed customer service curriculum for all staff which includes a broad range of 17 different subjects such as conflict, resolution, key elements of customer relations, deaf access training

· Delivered 58 customer service training sessions of 25 different courses involving 713 staff through the corporate training program in 2001 and 2002

· Developed specialized training plans for Access Halton staff to help new staff master the skills and knowledge required as a customer service representative. The training plans include review of procedures, job shadowing, and ongoing coaching and monitoring

Customer Service Standards and Measurements

· Established customer service standards for staff to follow when dealing with the public so that customers have an excellent and consistent experience when dealing with Halton 

· Developed performance metrics for the customer service strategy which will evaluate whether the goals of the customer service strategy have been achieved

· Developed internal service level agreements between Access Halton and individual divisions ensuring internal roles and service expectations are clearly understood

· Participated in the Institute of Public Administration of Canada (IPAC) research on customer service satisfaction

Accomplishments (cont’d) 

After Hours Customer Service

· Reviewed and enhanced after hours procedures to include documented service level promises, escalation processes, clear expectations for standby staff, and key words to assist after hours service provider to identify the correct procedure for handling the call

· Extended Access Halton’s hours of service so that it provides coverage during peak after hours call times. Access Halton now operates 7:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. on weekdays, excluding statutory holidays

· Selected a new after hours service provider commencing December 2001 to provide service during all other after hours time periods (weekends and statutory holidays, and weekdays between 9:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m.)

· Implemented additional training of the external after hours service provider and enhanced our monitoring of their performance

· Developed and introduced an electronic after hours standby schedule database to facilitate sharing of information of standby schedules

Customer Service Centralization

· Reviewed customer service processes, developed procedures for determining the correct course of action for a variety of frequent call types, developed databases of frequently asked questions, and centralized first point of contact of customer service call handling for the following divisions:

· Waste Management

· Housing 

· Human Resources

· Business Development

· Services for Seniors

· Engineering Services

· Planning and Transportation

· Regional Clerk’s 

· Office of the CAO

· Ambulance Services Administration

Accomplishments (cont’d)

Customer Service Supporting Technology

· Identified the requirements for ‘contact logging and response guideline’ service software 

· The software vendor, Siebel, has been selected and implementation of the technology has started in Access Halton and Waste Management

There are four main benefits to the Siebel technology:

1. It will enable us to effectively track the contact we have with our customers, and to better understand and anticipate their needs. Every time a new customer calls, a new record will be created. If a previous customer calls back, we can refer to their call history right at our fingertips.

2. It will allow us to track inquiries so we can be certain that calls are responded to in a timely basis.

3. With comprehensive data about our customer interactions, we can analyse and understand the root causes for customer contact. For example, if we notice an increased number of calls from a customer regarding recycling pick up, it may trigger the need to provide increased public awareness on the types of material that are acceptable for the recycling program in Halton.

4. Siebel allows us to easily retrieve information needed by Customer Service Representatives to respond to customer inquiries. The documentation we refer to in Step 2 of the strategy can be stored and retrieved electronically which means we can find the answers faster and more reliably. 

Partnerships

· Established agreement with the Province of Ontario to operate a Government Information Centre in Halton Region providing Halton staff with tools and databases to provide enhanced information and referral services for provincial programs and services

· Established relationship with the Government of Canada whereby Halton has been given training and access to federal databases allowing staff to provide enhanced information and referral services for federal programs and services

· Received approval from the Province of Ontario for the Connecting Halton proposal and have nearly completed the first phase of that project leading to the establishment of a Connecting Halton Business Plan

· Participated in the 211 community consultation process and are members of the 211 Steering Committee

Accomplishments (cont’d)

Communications/Community Relations Division

· Developed and executed an internal communications plan on the customer service strategy, including regular “Spotlight on Service” newsletters, newsflash e-mails, presentations to staff, displays, and celebrations of the annual Customer Service Week

· Redesigned the front lobby to be more customer friendly and redesigned the Access Halton work area to reflect the unique needs of a contact centre work environment

· Reallocated responsibility for telephone customer service from the front lobby staff to staff in the Access Halton centre so that walk-in customers can be served immediately
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