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2. DETAILS

2.1 The Council delivers high standards of service in our face to face dealings with Customers through the Customer Service Centre. The aim of the recently established Response Centre is to deliver the same level of service to Customers who wish to contact us by phone and electronic methods including e-mail. 

2.2 Phase 1 of the Response Centre became operational in March 2005. It was established based upon the best information that was available at the time in relation to estimated usage and the resultant resource requirements. The Response Centre currently comprises 11 staff members (including 2 team leaders). 

2.3 The experience of the first six months of operation have shown that call volumes have been greater than originally anticipated (there has been an increase of 12% since the Response Centre opened). This has resulted in the two Team Leaders having to effectively spending most of their time answering calls rather than supervising, developing and training staff to make them more efficient and effective. To help resolve the situation, 2 temporary staff have been employed on a short term basis to help with the work load.

2.4 Despite these measures, workload pressures still exist. Currently, the Centre is ‘losing’ approximately 16% of calls due to the volume of calls being received and the time being taken to deal with calls. Although the level of calls being taken by the Centre is encouraging and highlights the demand for such a service, the workload pressures need to be addressed in a sustainable way if the Centre is to operate efficiently with staff being deployed effectively to both deal with calls and improve performance through process and performance management measures.  


2.5 For the Response Centre to progress properly, it is important that it has a level of staffing that is sufficient to deal with the level of calls and also to allow the Team Leaders to have time to coach, develop, and mentor staff to ensure that their individual performance levels reach targeted service standards.

2.6 Team Leaders also need to invest time in developing increased flexibility between the Customer Service Centre, the Response Centre and the A6 town’s response centres.  

2.7 A high level risk assessment of the current issues is provided in the appendix attached to this report.

3.0
POSSIBLE SOLUTION

3.1 Without allocating some additional resources to the Response Centre it is difficult to see how it can move forward to firstly deal with the current level of calls being received, and secondly how the Centre can move to Phase 2 later in the year (when the range of services is extended).

3.2 Based upon the underlying core volume of calls being received, to meet the Council’s Service standards, the Head of Customer Services and Information estimates that an additional 4 customer service advisors are required within the Response Centre (on an ongoing basis).

3.3 Members will recall that at the last meeting of the Executive, a report was approved that will result in the closure of the cash offices at Desborough, Rothwell and Kettering. It is anticipated that there will be a reduction in headcount of four as a result of these changes. Effectively the budgets from these posts will be used to offset the cost of providing the additional staff required for the Response Centre (therefore not increasing the overall headcount for the Council). It should be remembered that when the Response Centre was established, the funding for the original 11 members of staff was found from existing revenue budgets.

3.4 By implementing the changes outlined above, there are a number of other efficiency gains that the Council will utilise over time. This will include being able to deal with a variety of planning issues in the Response Centre and also deal with a number of environmental health issues within the centre which will result in improved service for the customer. It is estimated that when Environmental Health queries are fully transferred into the Response Centre that a further 2 staff will be transferred into the Response Centre from that service area.

3.5 Increasing the number of Customer Service Advisors at this stage will also support the development and process improvements necessary for service convergence working in partnership with the County Council, Police, Fire and Voluntary Agencies in the A6 Towns.

4 CONSULTATION AND CUSTOMER IMPACT

4.1 Providing sufficient multi-skilled staff to resource the Response Centre will generate improved service levels to Customers contacting the Council by phone and improve the quality and breadth of information and advice offered (and help reduce the number of unanswered calls).

5 POLICY IMPLICATIONS

5.1 Ongoing development work on increasing access to services in conjunction with key partners forms part of our Council’s continual review of the way we deliver and enable access to services.  This is in line with the Council ambition, vision and commitments expressed within the Corporate Improvement Plan.

6 USE OF RESOURCES

6.1 In the medium term, it is estimated that the additional resources required will be largely offset by the reduction in resources required re: the closure of the cash offices.

6.2 However, there is a short term issue over the next six months or so to address. Action is required now to provide additional resources for the Response Centre whereas the estimated savings from the closure of the cash offices will not be accrued for a number of months. As such, additional funding is required to provide the additional resources identified in section 3.2. 

6.3 The funding required over the next six months (estimated to be in the region of £40,000) will be met from a combination of budget virements (in accordance with the Council’s Financial Procedure Rules) and use of Contingency. Any additional longer term budgetary implications will be assessed as part of the forthcoming budget process and reported as appropriate.

7 RECOMMENDATIONS

a. That the Executive Committee endorses the measures outlined in sections 3.2, 3.3, and 6.3 of this report to provide additional resources for the Response Centre;

b. When the Response Centre achieves the Council’s targeted service levels, the range of services offered within the Service Centre is extended further.
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1.	PURPOSE OF REPORT





	To provide an update on the operation of the Council’s Response Centre and to seek endorsement to switch some operational resources to enable the performance and efficiency of the Response Centre to improve.









