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I. SHORT INFORMATION ON HOW THE CASE STUDY WAS CONDUCTED

Interviews were carried out on the 18th of January 2007. Interviews took place at two sites: CUSTOMER’s headquarters in A-Town and the customer service centre in B-Town. Team leaders and customer service agents participated in a group discussion. In addition, CUSTOMER’s website, job descriptions for team leaders and agents and key employee statistics was drawn on for the purpose of this report.

The table below gives an overview of the people interviewed: 

	                            Professional title                                                Gender 

	1. 
	CUSTOMER Chief Executive 
	Female

	2. 
	Head of CUSTOMER’s HR Strategy
	Female

	3. 
	GLOBAL Senior Manager
	Male

	4. 
	Director of Resource Management 
	Male

	5. 
	Chief Executive of MID DISTRICT
	Male

	6. 
	Operational Manager
	Female

	7. 
	Team Manager
	Female

	8.-11.
	3 Team leaders 
	Male

	12.-15.
	3 Customer service agents 
	Female 


II.
GENERAL OVERVIEW OF THE CASE STUDY

Brief basic characteristics of the case 

The companies involved:

The focus of this case study is the public access/customer service function within a joint-venture company nicknamed CUSTOMER. CUSTOMER is a partnership between two local government councils (nicknamed COUNTY COUNCIL & MID DISTRICT) and ‘GLOBAL’ a British, multinational private-sector IT service provider and consultancy. 

The vision behind the setting up of CUSTOMER was to create a concept for customer service and customer access that provides a single effective point of contact for the public. Another aim was to build a universal model that would be applicable to a wide region involving smaller, regional District Councils, like MID DISTRICT in a partnership with the COUNTY COUNCIL and a private partner with relevant expertise to modernise out–of-date services (HR, IT, Payroll) and support business change ideas. Of the seven district councils in this region, only one, MID DISTRICT has joined the partnership.

the business function: Customer service: face-to face, email and telephone support to the public

the units covered:  CUSTOMER’s headquarters in A-Town, two public access centres in B -Town and C- Town  and  corresponding service departments still located in COUNTY and MID DISTRICT COUNCILs in A-Town and C-Town. 

products and services: 400 local government services

the restructuring:  Reorganisation of back office functions entailed centralising  IT, HR and finance systems which were all geographically relocated from separate departments at COUNTY COUNCIL and MID DISTRICT to a new building in A-Town, the strategic headquarters of CUSTOMER.  The second major part of the re-organisation involved the front-office aspects of customer service and public access. These functions were centralised into a number of sites across the Towns (B-Town and C-Town), and modernised, in the sense that public access now consists of a call centre, email support and face-to face service in walk-in centres. The public access service has brought together previously localised, fragmented services which used to be carried out separately by COUNTY COUNCIL and MID DISTRICT and also acts as a ‘one-stop service’ being equipped to deal with queries regarding a high number of local government services  (around 400). 

The underlying rationale for centralisation is reflected in a quote from the Chief Exe of MID DISTRICT: 

‘It didn’t matter to the public whether they were coming to a county or district council, so now we can deal with multiple enquiries in one phone call. An example would be: a district council administers bus passes.  But very often the customer who is elderly and wants a bus pass may also want to talk to us about their benefits.  But they might also want to talk to the county council about their social care package.  So instead of making two phone calls to the county about two aspects and one to us, they can do it in theory, most of the time, with one phone call’ 

the period of restructuring (when): In 2000, ideas of forming a strategic partnership with a private sector company were germinated.  A study carried out by an IT consultancy showed that the COUNTY COUNCIL’s IT and other functions were out-of date, needed modernising and needed to improve efficiencies in line with the current UK e-Government agenda. A quote by a senior manager from GLOBAL:

‘ local authorities’ systems for handling those enquiries, dealing with them quickly or even routing them to someone who might be able to deal with them, are just historically dreadful.  Very manual, very old fashioned, very inefficient and not at all comparable with the advances the private sector have been making in recent years through the use of modern technology of the internet, call centres, different channels of communication’ 

In April 2002, a tender process was initiated, GLOBAL were named as the preferred supplier and, as a result, the joint venture company ‘CUSTOMER’ was set up in June 2004.  Outsourcing of services/staff was considered as an option but GLOBAL proposed a partnership model, involving joint-venture status and a secondment model for staff transfer. The reasons for this were that GLOBAL at that time felt they lacked the experience of TUPE (Transfer of Undertakings Protection of Employment) regulations) transfers and felt uncomfortable in taking on a large number of workers.  Secondment was seen as more convenient for GLOBAL because they did not have to take on contractual responsibility for staff; it was also more politically acceptable to unions and staff because they impact of change would be minimised due to the fact that staff could stay on the same terms and conditions. It does not appear that the secondment model was chosen to deliberately circumvent a TUPE transfer but that GLOBAL simply lacked the legal expertise to go through with it. The interview with the GLOBAL representative revealed that this has changed now as they have acquired relevant experts and as a result have been involved in other cases where staff were TUPE transferred. 

However, the secondment model might have been strategically valuable for GLOBAL’s reputation as a more ‘sensitive’, worker friendly outsourcing provider. It also emerged from the interviews that the secondment model will not be sustainable for the long term: CUSTOMER has been created as a limited company with the strategy of generating income, a workforce on ‘ generous’ public sector terms and conditions is seen as not fitting with this strategy where plans may include to have a more flexible workforce or introduce more standardised mechanisms of workflow. 

The secondment model stipulates that each employment contract stays with the councils (either COUNTY or MID DISTRICT) and that employees’ original terms and conditions do not change but work is carried out completely under the control and direction of CUSTOMER. This is summarised in a quote from CUSTOMER’s Chief Executive:

‘So we make all the decisions around who we hire, who we fire, where we move people, how we structure. But we have to make sure that we do that in accordance with the contracts of employment that the people had. So it’s moving people out but keeping a piece of string there to them, and actually, from a change management point of view and from an employee relations point of view, it works really well.  Because at the beginning, because we didn’t have any resistance from staff to it, whereas I know that had we tried to outsource at that point we would have had quite a lot of difficult issues to deal with’

numbers of workers in the companies:  There 850 staff at CUSTOMER, the public access function consist of 152 staff.  MID DISTRICT has got around 350 staff. GLOBAL has over 20 million business and residential customers, some 100,000 employees, operations in 70 countries and a turnover of £18.5 billion in 2004. 

geographic spread of value chain (countries, regions): The customer service function is spread across one British region, involving A-Town ( CUSTOMER’s headquarters and COUNTY COUNCIL), a public access centre in B-Town, and a public access centre in C-Town which is also the location for  MID DISTRICT COUNCIL. 

III.
CASE STUDY FINDINGS

1. Company and value chain (re-)organisation:

1.1. (re)organisation of the business function, legal and ownership structures, company boundaries

 On a company level, a number of key services were transferred into CUSTOMER in 2004: Finance is now mostly in CUSTOMER.  HR and IT are almost wholly in CUSTOMER (850 staff).  The transfer was carried out as a ‘lift and shift process’ (Head of HR) , basically transferring whole departments in a single step. There are current plans to transfer back the strategic Head of HR and the strategic Head of ICT from CUSTOMER to the COUNTY COUNCIL; this is based on perceptions around lack of contact and geographical distance between team members which is seen as a hindrance to communication and strategic planning. 

In relation to the focus of this case study, the public access function was re-organised, mostly centralised, into five sites across five different towns. Public access consists of two key parts: service centres and contact centres.  The four service centres are dealing with walk-in customers, involving face-to face general advice and taking cash and cheque payments from customers paying rent, council tax, etc. The two contact centres offer a telephone and web support service giving access to a wide range of local government services.  There are two main public access centres in B-Town and C-Town and they have a service centre downstairs and a contact centre upstairs.  All of these sites have been used by the two COUNCILS before the transfer, buildings hosting the main public access centres have been modernised to accommodate the contact and service centre infrastructure. 

Public Access Sites

A - Town
       - Service Centre Desk

B – Town      - Service Centre

                    
  - Contact Centre

C – Town
 - Service Centre


 
 - Contact Centre

D-Town
          - Service Centre

E- Town
           - Contact Centre

(Customer First)   - CSO Office 

The telephone service can be reached via one central number and offers information on 400 local government services. Telephone and web support services are transactional: agents may be able to answer a query straight away or they may take a report on an issue, logged into a net-based system, for example ‘pot-hole’, and then this query is passed on to a back office unit, e.g. to an engineer in the pot-hole department.  Back office units that are linked in with these 400 services are still located in the two council offices in A-Town and C- Town. Before CUSTOMER was created these 400 services were localised and decentralised, carried out fully by individual departments in the two councils dealing with both the front and back office aspects.

1.2.  (re)organisational and spatial aspects of the value chain 

CUSTOMER’s headquarters are in A-Town. Most HR, IT and Finance staff previously with the COUNTY COUNCIL or MID DISTRICT have been relocated to that site.  Currently, around ten GLOBAL staff are working at CUSTOMER. They hold strategic business posts (such as business development managers) and the Chief Executive is on a GLOBAL employment contract. GLOBAL is not involved with managing public access centres; only in updating the new software used and providing training on these updates. GLOBAL also provides technical trouble-shooting contact in case there are technical problems in public access centres. 

Public access staff were relocated mainly from MID DISTRICT (around 60) to the public access centre in B-Town which was chosen because it is the biggest town in the MID DISTRICT region and was without a public access centre.  In addition, three smaller face-to-face centres in three other locations in the MID DISTRICT region were set up to increase accessibility.  The rationale for providing more face- to-face centres in MID DISTRICT is based on the belief that there is a particular ‘type of customer’ who is more in need of face–to face contact. The COUNTY COUNCIL’s contact with the public is largely through the central telephone service.  

1.3. contractual relations (between the companies) and power relation (main power resources of companies and units, forms of governance of the value chain)

GLOBAL brought in the joint venture model which was seen as an attractive solution to the councils because it minimised risks of service transformation and delivery. The partnership is based on a ten-year deal. 

UK government rules on joint ventures stipulate that a council could never own more than 20%.  Hence, GLOBAL owns 80 % of the joint venture and the two councils share the remaining 20% holding. The law also stipulates that GLOBAL cannot do anything which materially changes the councils’ business. Estimated, anticipated savings are over £60 million over the 10 - year period. Any profit sharing was agreed at the outset but to date no profit has been made. The underlying principle of this commercial model is to attract new business and in this way expand the services on offer and increase profit. Benefits for the Councils include not only savings based on improved service delivery but also the ability to reinvest gains from profits into their own infrastructure. Interviewees perceived a financial risk here if no profits accrued over the ten-year period but they all felt that this is an equal risk for the three partners.  

GLOBAL’s investment in customer access was around £14 million, of which only about £2 or £3 million was spent on technology and modernising of IT infrastructure, the rest being for service design. Contractually, work carried out by CUSTOMER is measured to service level agreements (SLAs); since GLOBAL is the largest share holder it is their task to make sure that performance meets these targets every month otherwise there are penalties applied which CUSTOMER has to pay back to the Councils. 

The councils can terminate the partnership at any time for convenience, but if they terminate for convenience they have to pay for all the original investment that GLOBAL has made, and any loss of profit.  There are clauses for default whereby if GLOBAL is negligent or in default, then the councils can step in take over. However interviewees all emphasised that CUSTOMER is run on a partnership principle in which each partner has a high stake/investment.  As the biggest share holder, GLOBAL has the highest risk, with the obligation to deliver the investment stipulated in the contract, as well as the responsibility to make the forecast savings.

There are two service provision agreements, one for COUNTY COUNCIL and one for MID DISTRICT. Underpinning each of those is a set of service level agreements.  If these are not met, service credits/penalties must be paid to the councils.  

Examples of performance measures laid down in SLAs include: the need to answer 80% of telephone calls in a call centre within a certain time; paying out payroll in a certain time; accuracy of payroll; accuracy of the information recorded in face-to face contact at the service centres. 

2. Functions and overall workflow in the value chain

2.1. functions performed in the value chain, changes through restructuring, tasks carried out in different units, division of labour, workflow in core areas

COUNTY COUNCIL’s and MID DISTRICT’s IT, HR and Finance have been pulled together and are now located in CUSTOMER’s headquarters in A-Town. This is were the core functions are carried out and strategic decisions made which also link in with the planning of strategy for the public access centres, for example in relation to formulating new policies/organisational practices. In the initial stages of the agreement, GLOBAL provided a number of experts in the IT and HR fields, known as ‘transformation teams’. Currently, around ten GLOBAL staff are still involved, and located at, CUSTOMER’s headquarters but are employed by GLOBAL.  

One new public access centre has been built in B-Town and is wholly owned by CUSTOMER. There are 47 public access staff, including agents, management and admin support.  Another centre (30 staff), previously part of MID DISTRICT, is used in C-TOWN. 

The public access centres are managed locally and are headed by an operational manager who travels between sites, ‘making sure that contact centres run smoothly’. The operations manager also liaises with strategic management at CUSTOMER’s headquarters to formulate strategy, organisational policies, etc.

In addition, there is a clear management structure in place.  The management structure for the public access function is presented in appendix 1.

The public access centres in B- and C - Town provide generic telephone, email and face-to face advice on a wide range of local government services to the public. There also is a small contact centre over in the north of the district, which has two seats, this is a more specialised unit dealing with social care issues. In addition, CUSTOMER took also on a reception service in another site at COUNTY COUNCIL with a couple of people in that main reception. Please note that the focus of this case is mainly on the public access centres.  

Relevant staff from COUNTY and MID DISTRICT COUNCIL were seconded and transferred at the end of November 2004.  A quote from the operations manager describes first impressions of the transfer: 

‘ we received a group of people that had been nominated to work in this area.  Some wanted to, some didn’t. Some felt like they’d been shipped out to the back of beyond and weren’t cared about and the council had sold them off.  There was lots of resentment’ 

2.2. geographical structure of companies and units, spatial division of labour along the value chain, geographically distributed work

All entities of the public access function and the headquarters are in close proximity to each other. Distances are around 5 – 10 miles. 

For the successful running of CUSTOMER it is crucial to have a board that includes all the partners, even though the geographical distance between units in the value chains is fairly minimal, interviewees still felt there is a connotation of an ‘us’ and ‘them’ and sharing experience and learning through board meetings keeps the partnership model workable and effective. 

The majority of customer service staff were moving from MID DISTRICT to the public access centre in B-Town, which is four miles away from its original offices in C-Town. This meant staff needed to take a different route to work, but for some staff it is actually more convenient, since B- Town is the largest town in MID DISTRICT and many staff live there.

2.3. temporal aspect of the workflow, the role of time and flexibility, consequences of restructuring

Public access and customer service work used to be carried out locally in different units in the two councils. Working hours followed the traditional pattern: 9 am to 5 pm with an hour lunch. The centralised public access function has created slightly extended opening hours. Working on Saturday, which was unknown before, has also been introduced. 

Working hours now are from 8.30 am until 5.30 pm in the service centres and 8.30 am to 6 pm in the contact centres.  On Saturday the service runs from 9 am until 4pm. There is also a strategy to increase accessibility by providing web-based support, which can log queries which can be dealt with later. Public access staff in that sense have to be more flexible than before when working only Monday to Friday and also get used to new shift patterns like working on a Saturday. 

3. Changes of employment 

3.1. employment structures (categories of workers, basic gender relations, employment contracts) including changes

The creation of CUSTOMER’s public access function involved building a new public access centre in B-Town and using existing council premises with the largest public access centre located in C-Town and smaller units. New management and customer agent posts were created and filled with seconded staff from the two Councils. In addition, new staff have been taken on in the last two years, some of whom have been newly recruited externally and have not worked with the Councils before. The public access team has grown, from an initial 15 to around 77. CUSTOMER is currently looking at transferring even more services from COUNTY COUNCIL into public access, primarily working in adult care.

The public access function is headed by an Operations Manager who oversees the overall strategy for public access. On the next level, five Team Managers oversee a team of Team Leaders (11) who are responsible for small teams of customer service agents. Customer service agents tend to work across services, e.g. they may answer phones but also be involved in face-to face work.

Similarly, the team leaders oversee customer service agents who may be either working on the telephone or on the front desk. 

Team leaders’ tasks at the public access centre in B-Town are to support customer service agents on a day-to-day basis, devising rotas, doing performance reviews, training, monitoring call queues and assigning resources to deal with peak volumes, etc.  In addition, they are responsible for reporting on the individual agents’ performance and also for general overall performance, such as abandon call rates and average time to answer a call, which will be used as baseline information for Service Level Agreements.

In public access centres the agents tend to be generic agents, meaning they are dealing with all types of calls across all the 400 different local government services. Even though generic customer service agents are split into small teams, they are not specialised but can all do, more or less, the same work. Each team has support from an admin team, made up of four generic customer service agents, who deal with either face-to-face front-line services (e.g. taking cash payments) or with passing on logged queries to specialised units in either of the two Councils. 

Most customer service agents work on the telephone or web support function, but can also get involved in face-to face work or other admin support for the GLOBAL system which involves calling back customers to respond to their initial query. This can be planned based on an agent’s personal preference or decided by the team leader around demand but there is a definite link between the contact centre work (upstairs) and the face –to-face interaction (downstairs). Interviewees told us that they were asked for their preference at their job interview and that their wishes have actually been considered when planning rotas. Rotas are done for one month in advance: team leaders take personal preferences into account but otherwise allocate agents according to demand. Generally, staff stay in the same shift pattern and work on the same activity per month but at the same time the system allows for short-term changes (e.g. swapping days of work). The system can also require urgent changes of working  ‘upstairs or downstairs’ (as reflected in the below quote) when customer demand rises. 

It is also interesting to see that the phone/email support seem to be the preferred activity as the face–to-face work sometimes means that staff have to stay longer than their contractual working time. 

This multitasking is reflected in the words of an agent:

‘Then it comes back from the back office with any action to be taken, customer updates, that sort of thing.  And I log all the rights of way reports that come over whether it be e-mail, post or faxed across from the area offices.  And then when it gets really busy and there’s a call in a queue then I’m on the phone just taking calls as well. Range of services: Yes, whether it be MID DISTRICT services or county council services, whichever comes through on the phone you never know what you’re going to get I deal with it’

There are 152 people involved in the public access function (including all roles), of whom only 36 are men. When the public access function was set up, most of the people that transferred into that service were women. Now, there are ten men working as customer service agents. The strategic Head of Public Access and the Operations Manager are both female, the Team Managers are female and the team leader posts are almost 50 percent male team leaders & female team leaders. In summary, more women are working in public access but are vertically spread across the management structure. 

Most public access staff are on permanent contracts either with MID DISTRICT or COUNTY COUNCIL. 

There are many age groups involved but the majority of customer staff are mothers, often of young children. When ask about their perception regarding organisational  gender equality all female customer service staff said they felt that they are working in an organisation where women have a lot of influence and where equality is taken seriously and valued. 

3.2. employment conditions (terms and conditions, contractual flexibility), human Resource Management and internal labour market (including changes)

Public access staff were seconded into whatever contractual arrangements they had previously with the County Council or MID DISTRICT.

 The terms and conditions of the two Councils are fairly similar, being public sector agreements, but also have some differences: for instance, staff seconded from the COUNTY COUNCIL receive less holiday entitlement than staff seconded from MID DISTRICT. Based on our interviews, this was a ‘ bone of contention’ amongst seconded staff. 

Customer service agents in their previous posts often had flexitime as an option and did not work Saturdays, which they now have to and they also lost their flexi time  which they feel is not modern and can be inconvenient considering that most public access staff are women and have family responsibilities they need to fit in with their working responsibilities. In the words of one agent: 

‘And everybody’s got family things, sometimes you might need to leave early and there have been some issues with that, certainly here, I don’t know about in C-Town, with people needing time off for dentists and things like that. Flexi working is quite a modern thing, whereas you feel as if you’re going backwards, don’t you?’ 

There are also stricter rules about the number of people who can take time off at any given time and special times that customer service staff cannot take their holiday. For example in the service centre no more than four people may be away from their desks at the same time and holiday time is restricted in the summer when a lot of work needs to be done connected with the administration of school passes. As many of the customer service agents are female they feel it is very inconvenient not to be able to take time off at this key family time, when their children are on holiday from school.

Another contractual issue was Saturday working. Staff were simply seconded and did not sign a new contract of employment. The MID DISTRICT customer service agents’ original contract still states working hours as being 9am-5pm, Monday to Friday. COUNTY COUNCIL’s agents received a letter to change their working day terms and conditions at the time, but agents from MID DISTRICT did not. Interviewees talked about a degree of unhappiness that had been created as ‘nobody wants to work Saturdays’. 

There were also slight differences in pay scales which has now been corrected. One agent said:

‘COUNTY COUNCIL get paid slightly more but MID DISTRICT get more holidays, so it does kind of swings and roundabouts, the jumps are about the same’

There is a 10 point pay scale for public access posts. New customer service agents start at point 1.  After year 1, staff tend to get an incremental rise and go up to 2., then 3. grade.  This is the point where most customer service agents stay. In order to move up, agents need to prove that they are keen to develop more skills to work at that extended level to become a senior customer service agent. Seniors are on a scale 4, team leaders on a scale 5/6 (£20370-£23313).  Moving up the scale depends on performance and the result of appraisals. 

An agents explains: 

‘You’ve either achieved it or you haven’t. You go up an increment then.  Until you get to the top and then you’re stuck.  It’s very, I think it’s quite rare if you’ve sort of been here the whole year, and you’ve done the phones, you’ve done the front facing, you’ve done everything they’ve asked, it’s unlikely that they’d say oh no, we don’t think you’ve done your job’ 

 Most staff are covered by the local government pension scheme. 

Most customer service agents and their team leaders are on permanent contracts. There are only four customer service staff on temporary contracts. Temporary staff are occasionally used at busy or peak times and tend to be students. There has been a clear strategy of commitment and sustainability: CUSTOMER wants to invest in permanent staff and has also created a career progression structure by building in senior customer service agent posts to encourage agents to stay and plan their career with them. The strategy seems to be working, as interviewees reported a low turnover and agents interviewed for this study are planning to stay with CUSTOMER and seem satisfied with their work. 

In terms of most HR policies, CUSTOMER are covered by all of the original COUNTY COUNCIL strategies.  For new policies, a joint consultation forum has been created that has union representation from Mid DISTRICT and union representation from COUNTY COUNCIL. The forum can address small policy issues that affect staff at CUSTOMER, for example, devising a system how to operate over the Christmas period. When looking at larger policy issues, for example the introduction of a policy against age discrimination in response to the age legislation which came in December 2006, the strategy would be formulated at CUSTOMER’s HR, in discussion with other partners.  The idea is then to come up with a single strategy and implementation process that covers the COUNTY COUNCIL, MID DISTRICT, all of their staff, and, by default, everyone in CUSTOMER.

Most staff at CUSTOMER are encouraged to make use of their flexible working policies and in fact it is well known that a lot of staff in CUSTOMER say that one of the things that attracted them to working there is the fact that they offer flexible working. So there are schemes planning more home working for staff, etc; from a strategic perspective, however for public access staff it is not seen as feasible to re-introduce flexitime as that would not fit in with the more structured way of working, would interfere with an effective workflow and make it more difficult to plan rotas. 

The contractual differences have caused some small conflict they interviewed staff described it as a ‘bone of contention (Streit)’ and the issue has been brought up at forum meetings and been discussed with unions. As a result, differences in pay scales have been resolved, and presumably the same will happen to difference in holiday time. 

3.3. negotiations on changes in employment (redundancies, transfer of workers etc) and employment conditions 

The unions were involved all the way through the process of secondment.  They were part of the evaluation process of devising criteria for staff transfer.  They welcomed the secondment model as an alternative to outsourcing and, by and large, the process of transfer was seen as unproblematic by the interviewed union officers. They also feel that CUSTOMER as an initiative has been successful in improving public access to council services for citizens but at the same time has put transferred staff in a more precarious situation for the future: this is based on the streamlining of IT, finance and HR and general tendency to standardization, the union officers fear that downsizing might be more possible now and the fact that CUSTOMER acts as private-public entity, it is uncertain how they will treat the workforce over long term. In this sense, the union officers do feel that the secondment model will only offer a safe guard for the short term. 

3.4 impact on quality of work

The fact that staff were seconded and there was minimal change in their way of working and terms and conditions has definitely helped to minimise a negative impact on the quality of work. Customer service work is seen as a secure, permanent job and CUSTOMER has also introduced a career structure for customer service agents to make the work more attractive.

The fact that there are two set of terms and conditions with certain advantageous and disadvantageous clauses has caused some disagreement but it seems to be accepted as something that could not be avoided and, also, there have been efforts by CUSTOMER to align the terms and conditions involving trade unions and other key partners in the discussion. 

For some individual staff there may also have been additional positive outcomes: agents interviewed for this study reported that it is more convenient for them to work at B-Town and in some cases it may have been that some people saw a pay increase when they moved into the customer service agents role, for example, if they had been historically in quite low-paid reception roles.

Having to work extended hours including some Saturdays, new shift patterns and losing flexitime are the main issues that became a ‘bone of contention’, or caused ‘unhappiness’ and is seen by the staff as ‘not modern’. The desire for flexitime seems to tie in with the fact that most customer service agents are women with family responsibilities who feel that these responsibilities can clash with their new, more structured way of working. 

4. Changes in work organisation 

4.1. content of work, cooperation, managerial control, spatial aspects (distributed work, workers‘ mobility), role of customers (including changes)

The work at the public access centres consists of telephone, email and face–to-face customer service to members of the public in the region. Before the transfer to CUSTOMER, local services at the two Councils undertook small elements of customer service, localised and using different telephone numbers. There were fewer walk-in centres available than there are now. A quote from a team leader previously from MID DISTRICT states:

‘all of the stuff for Mid DISTRICT was at C-Town.  So if you had any enquiry, you walked into the centre and hoped that there might be somebody there who could help you.  Or you phoned the number that was in the phone book, and hoped that somebody answered’

In the initial stages of defining the work content for customer service staff, a review of front and back offices was carried out to scope the range of service that would be offered across the two councils. As a result 400 local government services were centralised and there are continuous reviews into transferring more services into CUSTOMER. 

Customer service staff were mainly transferred from MID DISTRICT to the centre in B-Town. Other staff came from other services at MID DISTRICT or COUNTY COUNCIL and either volunteered or were chosen by their line manager. 

Seconded public access staff came from a range of backgrounds; some had done customer service work in their previous roles, others were working as receptionists or admin staff having little experience in customer service. The biggest change was for staff to get used to the idea of working in a call centre, mainly using technology to respond to queries instead of relying on ‘paper and a telephone on a desk’ to carry out customer service work.  This is reflected in a quote from the Operations Manager: 

‘we didn’t just decide “oh let’s take on all these customer service, or customer focussed people”, a lot of them weren’t.  A lot of them were people that their services had been told you have to give one person, so it was difficult, it was tricky because we were all shiny, all new flagship, great customer service, with a bunch of not customer focussed staff’ 

In addition, there is a clear management structure in place.  

The public access centres in B-Town and C-Town provide generic telephone, email and face-to face advice on a wide range of local government services to the public. There is also a small contact centre in an outlying part of the district, which has two seats. This is a more specialised unit dealing with social care issues. In addition, CUSTOMER also took on responsibility for a reception service in another site at COUNTY COUNCIL and has a couple of people based there. It should be noted that that the focus of this case is mainly on the public access centres.  The generic customer service function links in with specialised units in back office parts of the two Councils.

All transferred staff needed to be inducted to the new centre system and the range of services they would give out advice on. The system was about enabling each operator to deal with any of these enquiries, whether they were on the front desk or whether they were on the phone, to deal with the whole range of these problems and services.  So each person has been trained on all of these services. There is also an admin team who deal with quite a lot of admin processes that come out from the GLOBAL system, the new system used to deal with and log queries.  The GLOBAL system is also the system used to communicate with the back office.  Admin staff send through reports to back office units, each report is taken from the customer at the front end and then goes through JBIS as a report or complaint (e.g. work not being carried out) to the back office, then a specialised unit deals with it and carries out the necessary work. An example, is a customer report about potholes in the road. Here, a customer report would be send through to the environment and transport department at the relevant DISTRICT or COUNTY COUNCIL and then be picked up by a technician who will go out and repair the pothole.

Customer service work is varied in that agents can get involved in telephone/email support or face-to-face work. Customer service agents typically form a small team and are supervised by one team leader who tends to sit in close proximity to the agents. Team leaders monitor individual agents’ call performance and customer service staff have a monthly meeting with their team leader: everyone has a personal development plan designed to develop their knowledge in relation to the services delivered.  

The work on the telephone and email is standardised: each process and activity is logged and agents are supposed to reach certain SLA-related goals (5.5 minutes for an average call, being available for calls 80% of the day). 

The customer service agents interviewed for this study said they do not find it too difficult to reach the expected SLAs and in fact seem to feel they have learned more skills and developed broader knowledge since working at CUSTOMER. There are negative consequences when failing to meet SLAs: on an individual level they will be addressed in meetings with the team leader, on a team (and departmental public access level) penalties have to be paid to the CITY COUNCILS. At the time of interviewing, performance – related pay was not introduced but the HR representative explained that this is a potential future strategy to motivate agents.  At the time of interviews, the only remuneration agents receive are good appraisal results and building up more skills reflected in their development plan which in turn may lead to improved prospects of increasing pay, moving onto the next level at CUSTOMER or a new customer service job. 

‘We tend to sit right next to our team leader.  Just shout across.  And he’s usually very good. There are three banks of desks and three team leaders and they’ve sort of said can the team members sit on the team leader bank if there’s space.  So you tend to try and sit with your team’ 

Agents also felt that they have freedom with each individual call to follow it through because there is no real pressure ‘to get rid of a customer and get on to the next one’. Telephone work in this respect, seems to be regarded as similar to face-to-face customer service where it is common to have to comfort people who are upset. This caring attitude reflects the notion of good customer service and a public sector mentality. At the same time, customer service agents working on the phone reported that it is rare to get a customer demanding a lot of their time on the phone. A customer service agent said:  

‘You can say right come back in the back office, you can take them in there, get them a drink, you can sit there for an hour and a half with a box of tissues, nobody’s on your back saying get rid of that customer.  There’s no pressure like that at all’

Public access staff are mainly located at one place but it can be common to be asked to cover at another site. For example, working in C-Town instead of B-Town. Again, this is a new element in the way working, being part of a fairly large, geographical spread public access team whereas before people tended to work in one office and one location. 

Stress or health issues at work seem to arise rarely – agents and team leaders interviewed for this study mentioned one situation where they experienced a high volume of calls (1000 per day instead of the usual 600) which was perceived as stressful but otherwise expected performance seems realistic and at an appropriate level and SLAs seem to be softer than those operating in the private sector. 

There are also good guidelines for health and safety at work, customer service agents receive information on how to sit and use the system and are encouraged to take their breaks.

This new system of accessing Council services, is seen as a concept local customers need to get used to: especially groups like the elderly do not always like speaking to someone on the phone but prefer face–to-face contact. There also is a strong sense of a local community and a lot of people who come into service centres are people who like face-to-face contact. It was a deliberate decision to create a walk-in centre particular for customers in MID DISTRICT. The new service centre in B-Town also means for many customers that they do not have to travel to C-Town any more (a distance of four miles) to pick up their Benefits, for example.

The service centre manager reported that initially staff who started off as front line workers were trying to educate customers about how they could use the centre.  Good service links emerged from this process, for instance in one case where a woman coming in to pay council tax on behalf of her mother had a conversation with the agent who realised that her mother was actually really struggling at home and was able to refer them to the social care unit.  

4.2. organisation of working hours, differentials in working hours between companies, temporal flexibility (including changes)

CUSTOMER aimed to introduce more flexibility in the form of longer opening hours.  Local government contracts are ‘very traditionally’ 9 am to 5 pm with a lunch break.  Resulting from the aim to be more customer focussed, working hours have been extended which caused some initial resentment amongst customer service staff  ‘some of those transferred people were quite rigid in the hours they worked because their contract might have been.  So that raised an issue around having to talk to those individuals and say we’d like you to be a bit more flexible’. 

Opening hours are now from 8.30 am until 5.30 pm in the service centres,  8.30 am to 6 pm in the contact centres.  On Saturday the service runs from 9 am until 4pm.

Customer service agents work 3 shift patterns:  8.30 am to 4.30 pm, 9 am – 5 pm, 10 am – 6pm. Full time agents work one Saturday in every six. If they are part time this is done pro rota. Working a Saturday means getting a day off in lieu during the week. 

Working hours before were more fixed and ‘rigid’ and people tended to work only in one shift pattern.  For example, receptionists’ contracts were prescriptive because local government would in the past have announced their reception hours as being from 9am until 5pm. The change of working hours is in fact one of the issues that caused most resentment amongst customer service staff; in particular the issue of having to work Saturdays was something that was strongly opposed. This is also underpinned by the ethos of working in the public sector where a degree of individual preference has been seen as easier to accommodate than in a more pressurised business environment. One interviewee described how their staff tended to develop individual patterns that suited them and, once this had happened, it became an unwritten precedent that a certain individual might always do a particular shift.  Hence it was difficult to devise a single system that would accommodate everyone. 

Notably, even though demands on customer service staff’s flexibility have increased, there are still many efforts on the part of the team leaders to accommodate individual preferences. It is fairly easy to swap shifts amongst agents with the approval of a team leader. The most common reason for wanting to swap shifts is Saturday working but even then in some instances team leaders have made efforts to find cover for an individual if they wanted to swap but could not find anyone to swap with and one agent summarises: ‘they do try and get everybody so that they’re happy, I suppose they realise that nobody really wants to be here on a Saturday and better to have a happy staff than not’. 

One team leader explains: 

‘I’ve got a lady who prefers to work all the late shifts and so she inevitably does them.  But I tend to rota it so that all the staff have a mix of them and then if she wants to swap with somebody she can.  So that she doesn’t end up doing them all the time, even when she doesn’t want to, because I don’t want to put her in a position whereby she always has to do that, it’s just a preference.  But I’ve got another part time lady who can’t do late shifts and she’ll start half an hour later than everybody else but stays back half an hour later so she can drop the children off at nursery.  So I think it’s all, it is generally worked out that if anybody has a problem, I know we do.  We’re flexible in that respect’

 Part time people tend to be working shifts around peak times, for example working mornings, at only certain days in the week.  

4.3. functional flexibility, team working (including changes)

Generic agents work in small teams, supervised by one team leader. Based on our interviews, there seems to be a good team atmosphere. A good relationship between line management and agents seems to exist, agents feel they are involved in more diverse work and have a degree of freedom in expressing preferences for working ‘down or upstairs’, on the phone/email or face–to-face admin.  

There are regular team meetings and one-to-one sessions with a team leader with a focus on development of performance and to discuss any issues arising. There is also a staff forum every month. The forum consists of volunteering staff, managers and in some instances senior strategic managers from CUSTOMER. Staff have a suggestion box available in the kitchen where they can put in suggestions to be discussed at the meetings.  The common issue that is on the agenda is the planning of rotas which often is done at too short notice which means that customer service agents feel they can’t plan their family responsibilities effectively. 

Interviews with team leaders revealed that it is also common for one team leader to take over when another one has to travel to other sites; they see their public access staff as one big team rather than feeling there are specifically responsible for their staff only. It is also common for customer service agents to work on another site to provide cover for absent workers. 

 In addition, impacting on the quality of work is the increased emphasis on joined-up working between departments (mainly linking front and back office functions).  The way teams work now is seen as ‘breaking down barriers’ where before there was more emphasises on doing an individual job. Now, being part of the public access team seems to create a sense of identity which is also about being part of CUSTOMER and not the Council any more. Relationships with back office services in specialised units are underpinned by a bit of animosity. One agent said that around the transfer, back office staff from MID DISTRICT were ‘very anti CUSTOMER’ and ‘very anti us’, because they were thinking the customer service function might interfere with their work rather than complement it.

4.4. impact on quality of work

For some public access staff the content of work and work flow processes will have been fairly new or at least very different from the way they used to work. Public access staff interviewed for this study all felt that the biggest change was the introduction of new technology and increased telephone work. With respect to carrying out customer service work, one interviewed agent did not feel that there are big differences in dealing with customers whereas the other two had little previous customer service experience and feel it was a big change to begin working at the public access function. A quote from one agent:

‘I don’t think, well from my point of view, serving the customer is any different.  We can give them more information now which is something we couldn’t do before. It was always oh I’m sorry, you’ve got to go here, or you’ve got to go there.  Whereas now you can actually answer 99.9% of the questions that they have, because you’ve got the tools to do it’

The change in working hours is the one topic that caused resentment and customer service staff would prefer more flexibility in the way the work so that they can better combine their work with their family life.

The ways in which customer service staff are being managed seem new to them, in particular working towards SLAs, but at the same time do not appear to cause stress and the feeling of not having any autonomy over ones work. The fact that agents can be involved in several tasks and express their preferences seem to contribute to a positive effect. Similarly, the team leaders seem to make great efforts to accommodate individuals when appropriate which, in a way, seems to be an attempt to make up for the missing flexitime option. This definitely creates an atmosphere that management is trying ‘to be fair’ and ‘do value their staff’.

 It is a bit surprising that introduced performance measures do not lead to perceived increased stress, in fact customer service agents do not feel under too much pressure having to reach SLAs and still feel that they can take their time if needed, which seems to relate to CUSTOMER’s key message of wanting to be customer-focused and possibly the fact that agents are still on contracts with the respective Councils. Agents reported that they enjoy customer service work but that they are not worried too much about the success of their teams/work as they simply ‘do their best and it is up to senior agents and team leaders to worry at the end of the day.’ 

The management structure is also perceived as being more open: team leaders are close by and are involved in carrying out monthly one-to-one meetings to discuss performance and development. The same is true for team leaders who feel their management is more accessible and concerned with development and that now there is actually a career path available if individuals wanted it.  A team leader remembers: 

‘I think management is a lot more open now than it ever was for us before.  When we were part of COUNTY COUNCIL it was come into work, heads down and the management didn’t speak to you.   But we had a management structure that was such that they didn’t say good morning to you when you walked in the office in the morning.  And they would sit there and they would only speak to you if you were in trouble, if you’d done something wrong’ 

5. Skills, knowledge and learning

5.1. formal skill structures (including differences between men and women) and actual skill needs

Formal skills required for team leaders are education to degree level and NVQ (National Vocational Qualification) level 4.  For customer service agent it is NVQ level 2 and ‘good level of general education to ‘A’ Level or equivalent standard’ (see  appendix 2 for a job description).  In the initial phases, seconded staff underwent a training programme focusing on customer service which at that stage seemed to be more important than official qualifications. For transferred staff it was crucial to learn ‘a new culture of customer service and understanding CUSTOMER’s public access vision’. In addition, learning involved the use of new technology to handle telephone and email enquiries.  Most of the transferred staff had dealt with a very small, specialised area before (for example student loans) and due to the transfer had to develop knowledge of 400 local government services. 

The key desirable skill is to be good at customer service and possess a high degree of adaptability. The Operations Manager remembers: 

‘ we recognised that, and we’ve said to them that’s what we want you to do.  We don’t want you to do anything else, we just want you to serve customers’

The recruitment processes includes tests on typing skills and telephone skills.  And new staff are on six month probation so within that six months probation they need to meet certain standards. Thus, there is a higher emphasis on actual skills such as being a good communicator and a quick learner rather than formal qualifications. 

Based on our interviews, customer service agents and team leaders feel that they have gained skills and knowledge in contrast to previous roles that were narrower in content. 

5.2. knowledge intensity of the different tasks, standardisation and formalisation of work

CUSTOMER’s way of working strongly relates to the emphasis on performance management which is seen as the biggest change. For the customer service function customer service work took place in smaller units, working in smaller teams. After being seconded to CUSTOMER, daily tasks and work have become more standardised and the knowledge needed to carry out the work has been diversified and to a degree intensified.  In addition, there is a degree of multitasking, by working interchangeably on phones, email support and face-to-face support.

Customer service telephone/email work is strictly monitored and teams work towards reaching SLA targets. The work an agent is carrying out at any time is completely visible to team leaders. They have monitor screens making sure that queues are not building up and that agents are actually answering the calls. Agents’ screens are red when they are not on the phone, yellow when they are dealing with a customer and green when they are available. 

There was also a huge change in the ICT, which is heavily used to monitor performance. In previous roles, a lot of processes were still carried out on paper, for example sending a request to fix a pothole by letter in the internal mail, which is now done by logging it into the electronic filing system and then passing it on to the responsible back office unit. 

Most SLA targets are seen as achievable; there are only a few where customer service staff feel they are finding it hard to achieve them. Generally they feel supported by their managers and think that it not their responsibility to worry, this is reflected in the quote below:

‘I don’t stress about, I think that’s something for the senior management. Yeah, I think it’s the levels above us who have to worry.  We do what we can to answer calls when we can’ 

5.3. learning opportunities, training policies 

When public access was set up, a major training programme was set up which is still run as a general induction programme for new agents.  

Transferred staff train for three weeks learning the new call centre technology, local government services and role-play scenarios developing customer service skills. More recently, a buddy system has been devised where a more experienced agent assists a new one, creating a learning-by-doing scenario. 

However, some interviewees felt that training provision should be planned more systematically, e.g. by having a corporate training function within CUSTOMER.  At the moment training and policies are linked with the corporate training of the two councils which is not seen as the most effective strategy as their training needs may differ substantially from CUSTOMER’s.  There seems to be a gap in continuous training provision: an agent, after the induction, will learn from colleagues and the more experienced staff and their team leaders but there is little opportunity to go on (external) specialised courses such as dealing with assertive customers or developing management skills (which an agent should be able to develop if there are ambitions to progress). 

Customer service agents reported that even though they all have undergone the same training they still possess slightly different skills and may lack knowledge in some areas, reflected in this agent’s comment: ‘some people work in all areas, I’ve done some cash training and I’ve done reception and covered reception but I’m not trained in Benefits at all.  So I wouldn’t be able to do that front facing bit but cash and reception I’m probably OK on most of them. I do the phones upstairs, all the general enquiries, and I’m also trained to do student support calls for the people applying to university’.

Customer service is encouraged to make use of existing training courses, based on the team leader’s discretion and there is some experimentation with different approaches: for example, work shadowing of team leaders’ work has been offered to agents and a buddy system has been introduced, coupling a member of new staff with a more senior one.  In addition, learning needs and opportunities are also linked with one-to-one meetings with team leaders, which again seems to be seen as an opportunity by agents to develop in the organisation if they so desire. 

The problem seems to be that this more centralised public access functions requires new type of training, training that is not yet accessible via COUNTY or CITY COUNCIL training options. For example, before a customer service person would deal with fewer customer queries a day, now considering the volume of queries for generic public access agents and more  ‘professional’ image of CUSTOMER, interviewees felt that that should be reflected in their range of training. For example, as stated above assertiveness training and general customer service skills are seen as important. 

5.4. Impact on quality of work 

Even though customer service work has become more structured and standardised it does not seem to impact negatively on perceptions of the quality of work. SLAs are seen as realistic and achievable. With regard to skills and knowledge, there has been a diversification and as a result customer service staff feel they have learnt more and possess more knowledge. This is also something that has been fed back to strategic management, for example the Chief Executive of MID DISTRICT meets regularly with seconded public access staff who have reported a perception of more learning and, in two instances, people have been promoted to managerial positions which would have been more difficult before.

Staff also seem to appreciate the experimentation with approaches like work shadowing and buddy systems. 

Customer service staff do have the opportunity to develop their performance and training up in other areas. From a strategic point of view, more specific training is desired that is not yet available as CUSTOMER. There also seems to be little opportunity to draw on external training if needed, because the training programme is still linked in with the COUNTY COUNCIL.  

6. Industrial relations & regulations

6.1. forms of workers’ representation

Workers’ representation has not changed due to the staff transfer (around 25 % of COUNTY COUNCIL staff & 35% of MID DISTRICT are members of a union, this includes public access staff, unfortunately there are no absolute figures of how many of the public access staff are unionised). There is a union representation in most places at CUSTOMER and a number of public access staff are unionised.  More informally, there are six public access executive members who meet with the management at MID DISTRICT once a month with the chief executive to bring up any problems.  Representatives from CUSTOMER are also invited to join these meetings but they have not yet attended. 

6.2. information and consultation, issues of negotiations

Trade union officers were part of evaluation panels negotiating conditions of the transfer.

The union consultation mechanisms are no different from how they were before the transfer. However, taking into consideration that CUSTOMER is working to a more performance–oriented model, a special forum has been set up which is also attended by union reps from MID and COUNTY COUNCILS and other strategic partners. The forum deals with issues regarding changes in policy and will have to address potential plans to transfer more services to public access at CUSTOMER.

6.3. impact of national and European regulation (on the involvement and negotiation of consequences of restructuring,) and problems of enforcement

The most important aspect of regulation with direct relevance to the case is the legal framework of TUPE (’Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment) Regulations 1981’) which lays down conditions governing the transfer of personnel from one employer to another. The use of the device of ‘secondment’ made these regulations irrelevant in this case, thereby reducing the likelihood of opposition from the staff and their trade union.  

6.4. pressures on regulations and national institutions

Because the workers involved in this arrangement have retained their employment with the two councils they are still covered by all the relevant national collective agreements.

7. Conclusions

7.1. basic characteristics of the case

This restructuring case involves staff transfer based on secondment rather than outsourcing and this seems to have contributed to a fairly smooth transition into new ways of working for public access agents. 

The partnership approach with the involvement of a private provider seems to have created strong linkages between partners. In addition, it seems that the fact that GLOBAL is present in the organisation but not dominating in any public access function, or other areas, e.g. having taken on the management has helped. 

7.2. significance of the case for various WORKS research questions

This is an interesting example of restructuring in the public sector, driven by a national eGovernment agenda, representing good practice in a number of respects including: 

· the avoidance of conflicts in the transfer of personnel, 

· the introduction of new working practices in ways that have been well accepted by the staff, 

· the development of more standardised and efficient ways of handling information in ways that have avoided routinisation and deskilling of staff but on the contrary have expanded their knowledge and range of tasks

· the creation of secure jobs with career development prospects

· utilising local Council resources by bringing services together

On the other side of the coin, it also emerged from interviews that they secondment model in its current form may not be viable for the long-term. CUSTOMER has been set up as a private business with the aim to create opportunities to expand their customer base. This may entail selling products, like call centre strategies, to other councils in the UK. GLOBAL is also involved in two other partnership arrangements with other local authorities. In a new area of activity for GLOBAL, this case has clearly provided a useful testing ground and learning experience.

In marketing similar schemes to other local authorities, it is very good publicity for them to have a ‘best practice’ case. However it should be noted that this case is in a prosperous rural region where the burdens on local councils are not so heavy and there is a strong sense of community (also an area of low unemployment so staff retention is important). The model might not work so well in a harsher environment, such as a run-down inner city area with multiple social problems and high staff turnover.

The ‘softly softly’ approach has clearly worked here and the ‘secondment’ device has not only minimised opposition from trade unions and staff but may also have minimised some other risks too, related both to the role of legal employer and the role of legal provider of statutory services. (the interviews did not cover such issues as legal liability in case a child was put at risk because of bad social services advice, or someone sued the council because they were injured because a pothole in the road was not repaired). 

7. 3 Impact of restructuring on quality of work and quality of life
The centralisation of public access into various centres across a region seems to have improved the quality of work for customer service staff in some ways, in other worsened it. Due to the fact that a secondment model was used and standardisation processes, including the introduction of  SLAs, and the associated performance measure, have been kept reasonable and are linked in with a good management structure and learning opportunities at CUSTOMER seems to positively impact on the quality of work and life. Interviewed staff seem to be satisfied with new team structures and perceive positive impact on their quality of working and personal life based on the fact that travel distances have been minimised and that they generally enjoy their work. This is supported by the opportunity to swap between activities and a fairly good relationship with their team leaders, allowing for changes in shift patterns and willingness of taking personal preferences on board.  At the same time, issues around longer working hours, Saturday working and pressures of being available in key holiday times (e.g. school holiday) clearly is upsetting and very inconvenient for public access workers, many of whom are women with child-care or other family responsibilities.

It will depend on the future what sort of strategies CUSTOMER will adopt towards its workforce; one could image a tightening of meeting SLAS to increase productivity or a further streamlining of services. In addition, there are plans to transfer further services to CUSTOMER which may have consequences on the workload for existing staff, and equally consequences for staff working at the CITY COUNCILS dealing with services planned to be transferred. It would be interesting to see if the secondment model will be applied again, or if there will be a different strategy. 
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Job and Person Profile for:
Service Centre Assistant

Main Purpose of the Job:

Support the Service Quality vision of the Service Bureau while serving the public in a one-stop-shop/single-window service environment.  Ensure a customer-first culture is achieved by providing all customers with prompt, courteous, and knowledgeable service in a professional manner, adhering to established service standards and organisational performance standards. 

Key Relationships:

· Service Centre Supervisor

· Service Centre Assistants

Main Activities and Responsibilities:

· Deliver the services of the Service Bureau to the customer base of the Service Centre by providing all customers with prompt, effective courteous service, by meeting or exceeding established service standards.

· Assist in marketing the Service Centre to secure new customers by fostering a positive public image and by providing services cost effectively and efficiently.

· Be alert to customers’ requests for potential additional services and forward these requests to management.

· Problem-solve customer issues, achieving solutions which are mutually beneficial to all concerned.

· Provide management with the information needed for planning and decision making by accurately recording transactions, maintaining up to date data bases and by submitting operational reports on daily activities as requested, particularly end of day reports.

· Assist in the smooth operation of the Service Centre by assisting others in resolving customer issues when required.

· Participate in team meetings. Participate in training sessions. 

· Provide ideas and advice to other team members and management to improve customer service and the delivery of services.

Current Objectives:
· To ensure a customer-first culture is achieved by providing all customers with prompt, courteous, and knowledgeable service.

· To adhere to the established service standards and organisational performance standards.

· To ensure that Customer Service Standards are met or exceeded

	PERSON PROFILE
	Essential
	Desirable 

	Education & Qualifications
	· Good level of general education to ‘A’ Level or equivalent standard.

· NVQ Level 2 in Customer Service or equivalent.
	· NVQ Level 3 in Customer Service or equivalent.

	Specialist Knowledge & Skills


	· IT literate with knowledge of Microsoft Office, intranet, internet and email. 

· Working knowledge and understanding of the principles of customer service.

· Ability to plan and prioritise work to meet deadlines.

· Ability to identify and solve problems, using initiative to find information from other sources that is useful to the existing problem or situation.  

· Ability to think of innovative ways to effectively manage customer requests and improve work processes or systems to add value to the services provided. 

· Ability to learn and adapt to new and changing systems, processes, practices and technologies.
	· Working knowledge of basic bookkeeping. 

· Working knowledge of and experience with Cash Handling.

· Knowledge of the services being delivered on behalf of the directorates and departments.

· Working knowledge of any national government legislation, regulations or guidelines that may impact service delivery.



	Interpersonal & Communication Skills


	· Well developed communication and interpersonal skills to converse with customers effectively both over the telephone and face to face. 

· Ability to listen with empathy and show genuine commitment and caring toward others’ issues and concerns.    

· Ability to express ideas in a clear, concise and tactful manner and share and exchange ideas/information with others.

· Ability to influence the actions of others and to negotiate solutions that benefit all concerned.

· Ability to maintain effectiveness during stressful circumstances or in an unfamiliar environment. 

· Ability to keep information confidential and adhere to the policies of the Service Bureau and its values.

· Ability to work as part of a team.


	

	Relevant Experience
	· Proven work experience in a customer service environment.
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