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Office of the Auditor-General for Australia

Australian National

Audit Office

Canberra ACT
19 May 2015

Dear Mr President
Dear Madam Speaker

The Australian National Audit Office has undertaken an independent
performance audit in the Department of Human Services titled Management of
Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone Services. The audit was conducted in
accordance with the authority contained in the Auditor-General Act 1997.
Pursuant to Senate Standing Order 166 relating to the presentation of
documents when the Senate is not sitting, | present the report of this audit to
the Parliament.

Following its presentation and receipt, the report will be placed on the
Australian National Audit Office’s website—http://www.anao.gov.au.

Yours sincerely

=

lan McPhee

The Honourable the President of the Senate

The Honourable the Speaker of the House of Representatives
Parliament House

Canberra ACT
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Summary

Introduction

1. In 2013-14 the Department of Human Services (Human Services)
delivered $159.2 billion payments to customers and providers.! The department
delivers these payments and related services on behalf of the Australian
Government through a variety of channels? including telephone, on-line, digital
applications and face-to-face through some 400 service centres located across
Australia. While there has recently been strong growth in digital channels and
the department is actively encouraging the use of these self-service channels,
demand for telephone services remains strong. In 2013-14, the department
handled 59.5 million telephone calls about Centrelink, Child Support and
Medicare services.> The majority of calls, 43.1 million annually or more than
800 000 per week, related to Centrelink services.

2. Human Services manages over 50 Centrelink-related telephony lines,
each with its own “1800” or ‘13" telephone number.* Each of the main payment
types such as the aged pension and employment services has its own line, and
calls are managed and distributed nationally through a virtual network.
Previously referred to as call centres, the department now provides telephone
services through a network of 29 Smart Centres, with some $338 million
expended on Centrelink telephone services in 2013-14.

3. The department’s shift to Smart Centres began in 2012-13 and is still
being implemented. Previously, telephony and processing work were
undertaken separately and were arranged by payment type. Smart Centres are
intended to blend telephony and processing work and reorganise work around
the complexity and frequency of customer transactions rather than by payment
type, so as to improve customer service and allow staff to be deployed more
flexibly.

1 Department of Human Services, Annual Report 2013—14, p. 2.

2 A ‘channel’ is the access mechanism used by government to interact with customers and for
customers to interact with government. The Australian Government Information Management Office
(AGIMO) identifies the following channels: on-site, on-paper, on-call, on-line, on-air, on-the-go.
AGIMO, Managing Multiple Channels, April 2006, p. 11.

3 Department of Human Services, Annual Report 2013-14, p. 122.

4 Answer to Question on Notice HS 46, Senator Siewert, 24 January 2014, Senate Community Affairs
Legislation Committee, Supplementary Estimates, 21 November 2013.
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Audit objective, criteria and scope

4. The audit objective was to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of the
Department of Human Services' (Human Services) management of Smart
Centres' Centrelink telephone services.

5. To form a conclusion against the audit objective, the ANAO adopted
the following high-level criteria:

. Human Services offers customers effective telephone services in
relation to a range of quality indicators, for example, wait times and the
accuracy of the information provided;

. Centrelink call services in Smart Centres are managed efficiently; and

. Human Services effectively monitors and reports on the performance of
Smart Centres' Centrelink telephone services.

6. The audit scope did not include an examination of Smart Centres'
processing services other than the processing that is done as part of the
telephone service; or Smart Centres' Medicare and Child Support telephone
services.

Overall conclusion

7. Telephone services provided by the Department of Human Services
(Human Services) through Smart Centres® are an integral part of the Australian
Government’s delivery arrangements for welfare services and income support
provided through the Centrelink program. In 2013-14, the department handled
43.1 million telephone calls for Centrelink services—an average of around
800 000 calls per week—at a cost of some $338 million. The large volume of
calls handled by the department is unique in comparison with other Australian
call centres in either the public or private sectors.® Many of the calls made by
Centrelink customers are technically complex—relating, for instance, to the
application of various income and asset tests—and may also involve support
for customers with complex needs.” Since 2012-13, the department’s key

5 Centrelink Telephone services were previously provided by the department in traditional call centres
but have shifted to a Smart Centre concept where telephony and processing work is being blended,
and is distributed to staff according to the complexity and frequency of transactions rather than by

payment type.
6 For example, the Australian Taxation Office handled 8.2 million calls in 2013—14.
7 Customers with complex needs include those with a mental illness and those with a history of long-

term disadvantage including lack of education, disability and other health issues.
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Summary

performance indicator (target KPI) for all telephone services to customers has
been an average speed of answer of less than or equal to 16 minutes.®

8. The department faces the challenge of managing significant call
volumes for Centrelink services while also transitioning to revised service
delivery arrangements, through Smart Centres and self-service options. Smart
Centres are undergoing a major reorganisation of work focused on achieving
efficiencies and improved customer service by deploying staff more flexibly,
introducing new technology and using a different system for distributing
telephone calls. The department also has a long term strategy to move most
customer transactions from a personal service basis (conducted by telephone
or face-to-face) to a self-managed basis (conducted mainly over the internet) so
as to focus customer service staff and telephone support on more complex
services and customers most in need. However, while this transition is
underway (for instance, mobile app transactions increased from 8.6 million in
2012-13 to 36.1 million in 2013-14), it will take time for customer behaviour to
change and to realise expected benefits. In the interim the telephone remains a
significant channel for customers seeking access to Centrelink services and
assistance with online service channels, as digital services can vary in their
ease-of-use and reliability.

9. Overall, the Department of Human Services is making progress in its
transition to revised delivery arrangements for Centrelink services through its
Smart Centre and self-service initiatives, while continuing to face challenges in
managing a significant volume of telephone calls from Centrelink customers.
The department is pursuing a number of useful reforms under its
transformation program for Smart Centres—including the reorganisation of
work, the introduction of new telephony technology and a digital strategy®—
with the aim of improving overall efficiency and customer outcomes, including
call wait times. Human Services has also established a soundly-based quality
assurance framework for Centrelink telephone services, which should be
extended to all relevant staff to improve the overall level of assurance. While
Human Services” data indicates that the department has met its overall target

8 Average speed of answer is a measure of call wait time, that is, the amount of time a customer spends
waiting before speaking to a Service Officer. Results against the KPI are aggregated for the
Centrelink, Medicare and Child Support programs.

9 The department’s draft digital strategy includes increasing the number of transactions able to be
completed digitally by self-service and improving the reliability of the digital customer service channel.
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for all customer telephone services in the last two years', the more detailed
results for Centrelink telephone services show an increase in average speed of
answer from well under 16 minutes in 2012-13 to over 16 minutes in 2013-14.1
From a customer perspective, the 16 minute average speed of answer target for
Centrelink telephone services is much higher than targets recently set for other
telephony services provided by the department!? as well as those set by other
large Australian call centres. Further, the current target does not provide a
clear indication of the wait times Centrelink telephone customers can generally
expect, due to the distribution of actual wait times around the ‘average’.
Centrelink customers also continue to experience high levels of call blocking!
and call abandonment', which can further impact on the customer experience.

10. When customers call a Smart Centre to access Centrelink services they
can have a variety of experiences. Of the 56.8 million calls made to Centrelink
1800 or 13 telephone numbers in 2013-14, 43.1 million calls were able to enter
the network while 13.7 million calls were unable to enter the network, that is,
the calls were blocked and the callers heard the ‘busy’ signal. Of the 43 million
calls in 2013-14 that were able to enter the network, around 45 per cent were
answered by a Service Officer (SO) and around a quarter were resolved in the
Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system.’® The ANAO estimates that the
remaining calls, around 30 per cent, were abandoned; that is the customer
hung-up without resolving the reason for their call. The 45 per cent of calls that
resulted in access to a SO waited for an average of 16 minutes and 53 seconds
prior to talking to a SO and callers who abandoned their call after entering the
queue to talk to a SO waited an average of 9 minutes and 42 seconds before
hanging up. Reflecting these access issues, call wait times have been the largest
single cause of complaint regarding Centrelink services in each of the past

10  In2012-13, the average speed of answer for all customer telephone services (Centrelink, Medicare and
Child Support) was 10 minutes and 2 seconds, and in 2013—14 it was 14 minutes and 26 seconds.

11 In 2012—13, the average speed of answer for Centrelink telephone services was 12 minutes and
5 seconds, and in 2013-14 it was 16 minutes and 53 seconds. From 1 July 2014 to the end of December
2014, the average speed of answer was tracking at 15 minutes and 36 seconds.

12 For the Child Support program, the disaggregated target is ‘less than or equal to three minutes’; and
for the Medicare program, the disaggregated target is ‘less than or equal to seven minutes’. For the
Centrelink program, the target remains ‘less than or equal to 16 minutes’.

13 Acallis ‘blocked’ when the caller hears a ‘busy’ signal and cannot enter the telephone network.
Blocked calls, while still relatively high, have fallen from 39.9 million calls in 2010—-11 to 13.7 million
calls in 2013-14.

14 A call is abandoned when the caller hangs up after the call has entered the network.

15  The IVR system has recorded messages specific to each 13/1800 number and customers can also
access self-service workflows via the IVR system.
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three years, with customer satisfaction with Centrelink telephone services
falling to 66.6 per cent in 2013-14 from 70.4 per cent in 2012-13.16

11. Further, from the customer perspective, the department’s target KPI
relating to average speed of answer does not clearly indicate what service
standard customers can expect, due to the distribution of actual wait times
around the ‘average’. In 2013-14, for example, for the top 10 Centrelink
telephone lines', 36 per cent of customers waited less than 10 minutes while
some 30 per cent waited for more than 30 minutes.’® Other large customer
service organisations, such as the Australian Taxation Office (ATO), express
their call metric in a way that provides customers with more helpful
information in this regard. By way of example, the target for the ATO’s general
enquiry line is 80 per cent of calls answered within five minutes!’, meaning
that ATO customers can expect that most times their call will be answered
within five minutes.

12. The department’s overall target for all customer telephone services—
average speed of answer within 16 minutes—has been agreed with
government. From 2014-15, the department will report separately on the
performance of the Centrelink, Medicare and Child Support programs. While
separate reporting is a positive development, there is no documented rationale
as to why the revised targets set for average speed of answer for Medicare and
Child Support services are significantly lower than the target for Centrelink
services. Similarly, there is no clear reason why the department’s quality
assurance mechanism for telephone calls—Quality Call Listening (QCL)—is
not applied to all staff handling calls, including staff with less experience who
may therefore be at greater risk of making errors. To improve the level of
assurance provided by QCL, the department should apply the framework to
all relevant staff.?0

16  The department’s customer satisfaction result is also significantly below the 2013 average customer
satisfaction rate of 79.2 per cent in a global benchmarking report of call centres. Dimensions Data,
2013/14 Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report, p. 68.

17  The top ten Centrelink telephone lines are: Disability, Sickness and Carers; Employment Services;
Families and Parenting; Indigenous; Older Australians; Youth and Students; two Income Management
lines; Tip-off line; and Participation Solutions.

18  See Table 2.3 for data on Centrelink answered calls by time intervals.

19  The ATO’s target KPI is applied only during the ATO’s peak period of July to October. See ANAO,
Audit Report No. 7 2014-15, Administration of Contact Centres, Australian Taxation Office.

20  The department advised that it is developing a new Quality Call Framework to ensure a consistent and
whole-of-business approach to quality call management.
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13. It is a matter for the Government and the department to set service
standards taking into account the resources available, systems capability and
longer term strategies to shift customers to self-service. In this context,
appropriate regard should be given to relevant industry benchmarks and the
customer experience. The ongoing target for average speed of answer for
Centrelink telephone services is very much at the upper end of the range of
organisations and benchmarks examined. One consequence of high average
wait times is that around 30 per cent of calls are abandoned by customers
before the reason for the call is addressed. As mentioned, customer satisfaction
with Centrelink telephone services is falling and ‘access to call centres’ is the
largest cause of customer complaints about Centrelink services. Community
stakeholders interviewed by the ANAO for this audit also drew attention to
problems for customers relating to lengthy call wait times.?! Against this
background, the department should review performance measures for
Centrelink telephone services to clarify the service standards that customers
can expect and to better reflect customers’ feedback and experience.

14. In a resource constrained environment, it is necessary to make choices
about the allocation of limited resources. The department is pursuing a
transformation program for service delivery, with a focus on realising
efficiencies by transitioning customers to self-service where possible, and
reserving telephone services for more complex cases and those customers most
in need. Nonetheless, while this transition is underway, in the short to medium
term the telephone remains a key access channel for Centrelink services and a
way of providing assistance to those experiencing difficulties using digital
channels, as evidenced by the very large volume of calls handled. Consistent
with international trends, Centrelink customers are often using Smart Centres
as a 'help desk” when accessing digital channels?? and while it is not known, at
this stage, whether this trend is likely to be transitional or ongoing, there is a
need to appropriately manage the telephony channel so as to provide a

21 For instance, people with a disability often access telephone services with the assistance of a carer
and in these circumstances both the person with the disability and the carer can experience lengthy
wait times.

22 Dimension Data, 2013/14 Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report, pp. 47, 78. During fieldwork,
the ANAO observed the interaction between the telephone channel and the reliability and ease-of-use
of the digital channels. At present, the department cannot estimate the proportion of calls stemming
from issues with the digital channel, however, if call recording and voice analytics are enabled under
the Managed Telecommunications Services contract such estimates should be possible.
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reasonable customer experience while also developing a viable pathway to the
planned state.

15. The ANAO has made three recommendations focusing on: the
implementation of a channel strategy to help deliver improved services across
all customer service channels and a more coordinated approach to the
management of call wait times; the application of the department’s quality
assurance mechanisms to all relevant staff in Smart Centres; and the review of
target KPIs to better reflect the customer experience and to clarify the service
standards that customers can expect.

Key findings by chapter

Managing Customer Wait Times (Chapter 2)

16. Wait times for Centrelink telephone services have increased significantly
in recent years from an average of 3 minutes and 5 seconds in 2010-11 to an
average of 16 minutes and 53 seconds in 2013-14. Key factors underlying the
increase include: reductions in the number of staff answering telephones; the
performance and reliability of other customer service channels; and the more
limited use of call blocking from late in 2011. While Human Services wishes to
reduce the demand for telephone services by encouraging customers to use self-
service channels, difficulties with using digital channels can lead to customers
making telephone calls to seek assistance with online transactions. Comparisons
with other large customer service organisations that deliver telephone services
indicate that the department’s average wait times for Centrelink telephone
services are very much at the upper end of contemporary service delivery
standards.?? Average wait times for Centrelink telephone services are also
significantly above the separate targets recently set for the department’s
Medicare and Child Support telephone services.?* Further, Centrelink customers
continue to experience call blocking and call abandonment.

23 For example, the Department of Immigration and Border Protection has a target of 80 per cent of calls
within 10 minutes and Qantas has a target of all calls answered within three minutes. See Table 2.4
for a comparison of waiting time targets for a selection of other large customer service organisations.

24 In its 2014—15 Portfolio Budget Statements the department indicated that it would, in future, report
against disaggregated targets for its average speed of answer KPI for its three key programs. For the
Child Support program, the disaggregated target is ‘less than or equal to three minutes’; and for the
Medicare program, the disaggregated target is ‘less than or equal to seven minutes’. For the
Centrelink program, the target remains ‘less than or equal to 16 minutes’.
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17. Customer satisfaction with Centrelink telephone services is falling,
‘access to call centres’ is the largest cause of customer complaints about
Centrelink services, and community stakeholders interviewed by the ANAOQO,
as well as a 2014 Commonwealth Ombudsman’s report, drew attention to
problems for customers relating to lengthy call wait times. For instance,
Indigenous people in remote communities who may share the one telephone
available in an Indigenous Agent’s premises sometimes take more than one
day to access telephone services. In these circumstances, people may need to
queue to use the telephone and may miss out if others’ calls are lengthy, as the
Agent’s premises may only be open for a limited time each day.

18. In 2011-12, when call wait times began to increase significantly, the
department responded by establishing a Call Improvement Taskforce (CIT).
While the CIT did not operate within an overarching channel strategy it did
have a useful five point strategy, providing a coordinating framework for its
activities. Since the CIT was wound-up in 2013, the department has pursued a
range of initiatives to reduce wait times, and recently advised that work was
underway to scope the development of a channel strategy, consistent with
sound practice?, to help coordinate these initiatives within the context of the
department’s transformation program for service delivery.?

Managing Quality and Efficiency (Chapter 3)

19. A sound quality control framework can help provide assurance that
Smart Centres deliver consistently high quality Centrelink telephone services.
Further, the more efficiently such services can be delivered, within available
resourcing, the greater the potential for improving productivity and/or
reducing costs.

20. The department has two quality assurance frameworks in place to
measure the accuracy and quality of its Centrelink telephony services: Quality
On Line (QOL) and Quality Call Listening (QCL), both of which are
underpinned by ‘check the checkers’ processes. The QOL framework is

25  The Australian Government Information Management Office (AGIMO) has emphasised the importance
of entities establishing a channel strategy to manage service delivery to their clients through the most
appropriate channels. AGIMO, Managing Multiple Channels, April 2006, p. 6. The recent ANAO report
of the administration of the Australian Taxation Office’s contact centres recommended that the ATO
develop a channel strategy—ANAO Report No.7, 2014-15, Administration of Contact Centres,
Australian Taxation Office, p. 23.

26  As mentioned earlier, the department aims to transition customers to self-service where possible, and
reserve telephone services for more complex cases and those customers most in need.
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soundly-based and results for Smart Centres have been good with the target
correctness rate of 95 per cent generally being met.

21. While the department has a well-established QCL framework for
measuring and monitoring the quality of SOs” customer interactions, which
formally applies to all staff answering telephones, there are a number of gaps
in the QCL framework’s implementation. Intermittent and Irregular employees
(IIEs)—who will generally have relatively lower levels of experience and may
therefore be at greater risk of making errors—are not currently included in
QCL processes in Smart Centres.

22, The number of calls per SO required to be monitored in the QCL
framework falls within the range of other call centres examined by the ANAO.
However, the implementation of the required four calls per experienced SO
and eight calls per new SO is low. Participation rates in calibration exercises
for QCL evaluators are also relatively low. To maintain the integrity of the
Quality Call Listening (QCL) process, the department should review the
potential impact of these gaps in the implementation of QCL.

23. A number of measures have been used at various times to help the
department assess the efficiency of Centrelink telephone services, including
Average Handle Time? and First Call/Contact Resolution.” In recent years, the
department’s Average Handle Time for Centrelink telephone services and First
Contact Resolution have been broadly within the range experienced by other
call centres. For instance, in 2013-14 the Average Handle Time for Centrelink
telephone services was 8 minutes and 20 seconds compared to 9 minutes and
32 seconds for the ‘education and government’ sector of a global survey of call
centres.” However, the department’s performance against both Average
Handle Time and First Contact Resolution declined in 2013-14 relative to the
previous year.*® While transitional issues associated with the implementation

27  Average Handle Time (AHT) measures the average time a SO engages with a customer on the
telephone (including any ‘hold’ time) plus the average time spent on after-call work such as entering
data or completing forms. AHT is routinely included in departmental performance reports.

28  First Contact Resolution is a situation where an issue can be resolved by the first SO taking the call. If
a call does need to be transferred, the goal becomes First Call Resolution, that is, a situation where
the customer’s issue is resolved by the time the customer ends the call. First Contact Resolution is
measured by the proxy indicator of the percentage of answered calls that are transferred to another
SO. This proxy indicator is not routinely included in departmental performance reports. (Proxy
measures are indirect indicators of performance in the area being examined.)

29  Dimensions Data, 2013/14 Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report, p. 82.

30 See Tables 3.7 and 3.8 for time series data on Average Handle Times and First Call/Contact
Resolution.
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of Smart Centres appear to have contributed to these declines in performance,
continued analysis by the department of its performance against these key
efficiency measures would help confirm the factors behind these trends.
Analysis would also assist in evaluating delivery of the expected benefits from
Smart Centres, new technology capabilities, and structural changes to the
department’s telephony workforce.

Performance Measurement, Monitoring and Reporting (Chapter 4)

24. The department internally monitors the performance of Smart Centres
against a range of useful, albeit traditional call centre metrics. A number of
internal targets have also been established. While these metrics are an aid to
assessing performance information at an operational level, they provide a
more limited basis for assessing customer outcomes and the success or
otherwise of the Smart Centre concept. There would be value in examining
existing metrics and their fitness for purpose in the Smart Centre environment.
In particular, the department could usefully focus on:

e First Call/Contact resolution —as improving resolution rates is a key goal of
the Smart Centre concept;

e the IVR system—to assess its effectiveness in resolving calls without
having to speak to a SO; and

e the interpretation of Average Handle Time—which has changed following
the blending of telephony and processing work.

25. Human Services currently uses the average speed of answer as the
single KPI for its public reporting on telephony services.?® This target KPI is
both relevant and reliable for its intended purpose, as it addresses a significant
aspect of the department’s telephone services and can be quantified and
tracked over time. However, it is not complete as it does not provide insight
into the range of customer telephony experiences, including the service levels
that most customers can expect and the incidences of call blocking and
abandoned calls.

31 The target for average speed of answer is less than or equal to 16 minutes.
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Summary

Summary of entity response

The proposed audit report was provided to the Department of Human
Services. The department’s summary response to the audit report is provided
below. The formal departmental response is included at Appendix 1.

The Department of Human Services agrees with ANAO recommendations 1
and 2 and agrees with qualifications to recommendation 3. The department
considers that implementation of recommendations 1 and 2 will further assist
in the management of Centrelink telephony services.

The department has already commenced documenting its channel strategy to
reflect the work already in place. Additionally, the department is developing a
new Quality Call Framework which will enhance the informal and formal
mechanisms already in place.

The department currently meets its agreement with Government through its
Key Performance Indicator (KPI) for telephony which is answering calls with
an average speed of answer of 16 minutes. The KPIs that the department has
across all its services and channels are dictated by the funding available for the
department to meet its obligations. The department has estimated that to
reduce the KPI to an average speed of answer of 5 minutes, it would need an
additional 1000 staff at a cost of over $100 million each and every year. The
transformation of the department's services over the past three years has been
profound. In accordance with the Government's agenda on digital services,
customers now have a greater range of ways to do their business with the
department. For some customers, the predominant method of contact with the
department is now online. This trend will increase as the department builds
more online capability and the Welfare Payments Infrastructure
Transformation (WPIT) programme will shape the future of delivery for the
department for the next decade.
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Recommendations

Recommendation
No.1

Paragraph 2.45

Recommendation
No.2
Paragraph 3.14

Recommendation
No.3
Paragraph 4.26

To help deliver improved services across all customer
channels and a more coordinated approach to the
management of call wait times, the ANAO recommends
that the Department of Human Services establish a
pathway and timetable for the implementation of a
coordinated channel strategy.

Department of Human Services’ response: Agreed.

To maintain the integrity of the Quality Call Listening
(QCL) process and improve the level of assurance on the
quality and accuracy of Centrelink telephone services,
the ANAO recommends that the Department of Human
Services applies the QCL framework to all staff
answering telephone calls, and reviews the potential
impact of gaps in the implementation of QCL.

Department of Human Services’ response: Agreed.

To clarify the service standards that customers can
expect and to better reflect customer experience, the
ANAO recommends that the Department of Human
Services review Key Performance Indicators for the
Centrelink telephony channel, in the context of the
implementation of a coordinated channel strategy.

Department of Human Services’ response: Agreed, with
qualifications.
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Audit Findings
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1. Introduction

This chapter provides background information on the Department of Human Services’
Centrelink telephone services. This chapter also outlines the audit approach including
its objective, scope and methodology.

Background

1.1 The Department of Human Services’ (Human Services) Centrelink
program delivers a range of government payments and related services to
Australians.®? In 2013-14 the department processed 3.7 million Centrelink
program claims and paid over $108 billion to individual customers for
Centrelink related transactions on behalf of the Australian Government.

1.2 One of the most common ways that customers contact Human Services is
via the telephone. In 2013-14 around 43 million calls were handled by the
department relating to the Centrelink program. Human Services manages over
50 Centrelink-related telephony lines, each with its own 1800 or 13 telephone
number.®® Each of the main payment types has its own line. There are also a
number of ‘boutique’ lines for smaller groups of clients, for example, a line for
agents* and a number of lines used for disaster relief such as that established for
the Queensland floods in 2010-11.

1.3 Table 1.1 sets out the ten telephone lines which accounted for over
70 per cent of answered calls in 2013-14. The telephone line which had the most
answered calls was the Families and Parenting line followed by the Employment
Services line.

32  The range of Centrelink program payments administered by Human Services includes: the age
pension; disability support pension; carer payment; parenting payment; youth allowance; Austudy and
ABSTUDY; newstart allowances; special benefit; carer allowance; family tax benefit; baby bonus; paid
parental leave; child care benefit; and child care rebate.

33 Answer to Question on Notice HS 46, Senator Siewert, 24 January 2014, Senate Community Affairs
Legislation Committee, Supplementary Estimates, 21 November 2013.

34 Human Services employs a number of rural, remote and Indigenous agents who can answer basic
enquiries and help customers with accessing digital services.
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Table 1.1: Top ten telephone lines in 2013-14

Telephone Line Total answered calls

2013-14
Families and Parenting 6 614 051
Employment services 3102 514
Disability, Sickness and Carers 1929 791
Youth and Students 1280 408
Older Australians 1335538
Participation Solutions® 1419 366
Income Management - BasicsCard After Hours 645 926
Income Management - BasicsCard Enquiries 349 960
Tip off line - Centrelink 52 664
Indigenous 307 440
Total of top 10 telephone lines 17 037 658

Source: Department of Human Services data.

1.4 Calls are managed and distributed nationally through a virtual
network. Customers are asked to identify the reason for their call and the call is
then distributed to staff located across Australia according to ‘skill tags’®
which identity staff with the required skills. Generally telephone lines are open
from 8am to 5pm, Monday to Friday (except public holidays). Some lines,
including the Families and Parenting line and the BasicsCard, are open for
longer.¥” The emergency lines (to handle disaster recovery), which operate
from the Geelong Smart Centre, are generally open 24 hours, 7 days per
week.?® Some telephone enquiry lines are prioritised differently. For example,
callers using emergency lines receive priority.* Calls to the tip-off line, where
people can report possible fraud, also receive a higher priority.

35  Participation Solutions is a telephone line that interacts with customers who receive activity tested
payments who have not met their activity obligations.

36  The telephony system uses skill tags to distribute calls to SOs. Within the system, each SO is
identified as having a number of skill tags which indicate the transactions and enquiries that they have
the skills and knowledge to handle.

37  The Families and Parenting line is open until 8pm Monday to Friday and the BasicsCard lines operate
24 hours per day 7 days per week.

38  The opening hours for each emergency line varies depending on the circumstances and nature of the
emergency. In certain circumstances, emergency services can be provided from multiple Smart Centres.

39  Commonwealth Ombudsman (2014) Department of Human Services — Investigation into Service
Delivery Complaints about Centrelink April 2014, Report No.1/2014, p. 9.
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Introduction

Smart Centres

1.5 Previously referred to as call centres, the department now provides
telephone services through Smart Centres. Human Services operates 29 Smart
Centres that provide Centrelink services. All of these centres also provide
Medicare Public services and nine of these locations provide multi-lingual
services. In 2013-14 a total of 56.8 million calls were made to Centrelink 1800
or 13 numbers—the processing of these calls is illustrated in Figure 2.1 in
Chapter 2.

1.6 The shift to Smart Centres, which began in 2012-13 and is still being
implemented, is changing the way work is organised in a number of ways.
Previously, telephony and processing work were undertaken separately and
both telephony and processing work were arranged by ‘customer segment’
and payment type. Staff specialised in one or more of these customer
segments, which included Older Australians, Disabilities, Carers, and Families.
In the call centre environment, there was some flexibility to move staff to cope
with peaks in telephony workloads in particular customer segments but very
limited flexibility to deploy staff across telephony and processing work.4

1.7 One of the key objectives behind the move to Smart Centres is a desire
to blend telephony and processing work. The new arrangements involve staff
being cross-trained in both types of work and being used flexibly depending
on work priorities and their skills. For instance, Service Officers (SOs) taking
calls will also perform some limited processing work while the customer is on
the telephone, to assist in achieving more timely outcomes for customers.
Therefore the distinction between call and processing is becoming increasingly
blurred as the implementation of Smart Centres proceeds.

1.8 Another key objective is moving away from work organised around
payment types and customer segments to organising work around the
complexity and frequency of customer transactions. Customer transactions and
enquiries have now been categorised into a ‘Skills Pyramid’, with lower
complexity and/or high frequency transactions/enquiries making up the
‘general’ base layer of the pyramid. Higher complexity and less frequent

40  This was despite the workload being spread unevenly. Centrelink telephone services experience
regular peaks of demand. Monday is the busiest day of the week and there are daily peaks—when the
lines open and later in the afternoon when there is a mismatch between demand and supply of staff.
There are two peak workloads in the year, one at the turn of the financial year (when, for example,
customers are reconciling their income for family tax benefit purposes) and another at the turn of the
calendar year (coinciding with the holiday and natural disaster season).
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transactions are found further up the pyramid in the “assisted” and ‘managed
and intensive’ layers.*

Service delivery transformation

1.9 The Department of Human Services’ Strategic Plan 2012-16 outlines a
high level strategy to transform service delivery:

. when appropriate, move transactions from a personal service basis
(face-to-face or telephone) to self-managed mechanisms; and

] customer service staff are to focus on more complex services and
helping those most in need rather than dealing with simple
transactions.

1.10  Smart Centres” Centrelink telephone services are being managed in the
context of this high level strategy and within a dynamic service delivery
environment of changing technology, customer expectations and preferences,
and the pursuit of efficiencies in service delivery. Human Services’ customers
can access services through an increasing variety of channels® and
performance in one channel increasingly affects other channels.* More recently
available channels include the trialling of virtual face-to-face services through
video conferencing, online transactional services, and a growing range of
mobile apps which allow customers to view and update their personal
information, fulfil their reporting obligations, apply for advance payments and
read their online letters at a time and place that suits them.*

1.11  Table 1.2 presents data on Centrelink self-managed transactions from
2011-12 to 2013-14. Consistent with the strategy for service delivery
transformation, there has been growth in online transactions and very strong
recent growth in mobile apps. However, the number of telephone self-service
transactions have remained largely unchanged over this same period.

41 Figure 2.2 in Chapter 2 provides more detail about the Skills Pyramid.

42  Department of Human Services (2012), Strategic Plan 2012—16 — Excellence in the provision of
government services to every Australian, p. 8.

43  A‘channel is the access mechanism used by government to interact with customers and for
customers to interact with government. The Australian Government Information Management Office
(AGIMO) identifies the following channels: on-site; on-paper; on-call; on-line; on-air; and on-the-go.
AGIMO, Managing Multiple Channels, April 2006 p. 11.

44 Growth in digital channels, for example, can reduce demand for other channels such as telephone;
however if a customer has difficulty with accessing or completing online transactions, for example, it
can increase the demand for telephone services as customers seek assistance.

45  Department of Human Services, Annual Report 2012—13, p. 29-33.
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Introduction

Table 1.2: Transactions for digital and online services 2011-12 to

2013-14

Channel 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14
(million) (million) (million)

Online services transactions 48.0 58.1 59.7

Telepho.ne self-service 58 58 5.5

transactions

Express plus mobile apps 36.1

transactions na 8.6

Source: Department of Human Services, Annual Report 2013—-14, p. 110.

Funding

1.12 Table 1.3 summarises expenditure on Centrelink Telephony Services
from 2010-11 to 2013-14. In 2013-2014 the department directed $337.9 million
to providing Centrelink telephony services.

Table 1.3: Expenditure on Telephony services between 2010-11 and
2013-14

Actual expenditure

Budgeted expenditure

2010-11 $324.6 0.2 $298.8 -7.5
2011-12 $286.1 -11.9 $299.9 0.4
2012-13 $348.4 21.8 $328.9 9.7
2013-14 $337.9 -3.0 $334.7 1.8

Source: Human Services data.

Note:

a The largest component of total expenditure on Centrelink telephony is the staffing costs of the SOs

answering telephones. However, since the introduction of Smart Centres from 2012 a proportion of
SOs’ time has been spent on processing work thus making an accurate comparison of total
expenditure on Centrelink telephony between years difficult.

1.13  From 2003-2004 to 2011-12, there was supplementary budget funding
for Centrelink call centres to improve technology in call centres and to “ensure
Centrelink is able to meet the demand arising from customers making
increased use of call centres’.* The additional funding ranged from $15.4m in
2003-04 to approximately $50-60m from 2006-2007 onwards. In the 2012-13

46  2011-12 Budget Paper No.2, Expense measures, Human Services.
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Budget, the supplementary funding (of just over $50m per annum) was rolled
into ongoing base funding. The 2013-14 Budget provided an additional
$30million ($10m in 2012-13, $20m in 2013-14), on top of the increase in base
funding from the previous Budget, to ‘allow additional staff to be employed to
act as a ‘surge capacity’ in call centres’.”

Recent reviews

1.14 The ANAO reported on the administration of the Australian Taxation
Office’s contact centres in November 2014.48 Where pertinent, the ANAO has
drawn on that performance audit to provide an Australian public sector context.

1.15 In 2014, the Commonwealth Ombudsman conducted an investigation
into access and service delivery complaints about Centrelink services,
including Centrelink telephone services.* The Ombudsman’s report is
discussed at times in this audit report.>

Audit approach

Audit objective and criteria

1.16  The audit objective was to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of the
Department of Human Services’” (Human Services) management of Smart
Centres” Centrelink telephone services.

117 To form a conclusion against the objective, the audit examined the
management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink telephone services against the
following high-level criteria:

J Human Services offers customers effective telephone services in
relation to a range of quality indicators, for example, wait times and the
accuracy of the information provided;

. Centrelink call services in Smart Centres are managed efficiently; and

. Human Services effectively monitors and reports on the performance of
Smart Centres” Centrelink telephone services.

47  Media Release, Senator the Hon Jan McLucas, Minister for Human Services, 14 May 2013.
48  ANAO Report No.7, 2014-15, Administration of Contact Centres, Australian Taxation Office.

49  Commonwealth Ombudsman (2014), Department of Human Services—Investigation into Service
Delivery Complaints about Centrelink, Report No.1/2014.

50  The recommendations and the department’s response are outlined in Appendix 2.
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Audit scope

1.18

The audit scope did not include:

Smart Centres’ processing services other than the processing that is
done as part of the telephone service; and

Smart Centres” Medicare and Child Support telephone services.

Audit methodology

1.19

1.20

The audit methodology included:
an examination of the department’s files and documentation relating to
the management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink telephone services;

interviews with Human Services managers and staff involved in the
management of Smart Centres, both in Canberra and in the call
network;

interviews with the department’'s managers involved in the
coordination and governance arrangements for Smart Centres and
Human Services proposed channel strategy;

interviews with external stakeholders including the Commonwealth
Ombudsman’s Office and peak bodies such as People With Disability
Australia and the Welfare Rights Network;

comparisons with other large service delivery organisations; and
site visits to a number of Smart Centres.

The audit was conducted in accordance with the ANAQO's auditing

standards at a cost to the ANAO of approximately $459 000.

Structure of the report

1.21

The structure of the audit report is shown in Table 1.4.
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Table 1.4: Structure of the Audit Report
Chapter Description
1. Introduction This chapter provides background information on the
Department of Human Services’ Centrelink telephone
services. This chapter also outlines the audit approach
including its objective, scope and methodology.
2. Managing Customer Wait | Thig chapter examines the customer experience of

Times

Centrelink telephone services and the associated wait
times, levels of customer satisfaction and complaints, and
the range of departmental strategies and initiatives to
improve call wait times.

3.  Managing Quality and This chapter examines the quality assurance mechanisms
Efficiency used by Human Services in relation to Centrelink
telephone services. It also examines cost and efficiency
metrics for Centrelink telephone services and compares
performance with other contact centres.
4. Performance This chapter examines internal and external performance
Measurement, Monitoring measurement, monitoring and reporting for the
and Reporting department’s Smart Centres’ Centrelink telephone
services.
Source: ANAO.
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2. Managing Customer Wait Times

This chapter examines the customer experience of Centrelink telephone services and the
associated wait times, levels of customer satisfaction and complaints, and the range of
departmental strategies and initiatives to improve call wait times.

Introduction

2.1 The Department of Human Services’ Smart Centres are an integral
component of the Australian Government’s delivery arrangements for
Centrelink services. The operation of Centrelink telephone services can directly
influence customer experiences of Commonwealth service provision, and wait
times in particular can have a negative impact on individuals. In April 2014, the
Treasurer, the Hon Joe Hockey MP, commented that the extended wait times for

{

Centrelink telephone services are hugely expensive and undermine
productivity. It undermines the capacity of people to get on with their own
lives.>! The department has acknowledged that highly vulnerable, elderly,
Indigenous and disabled income support customers use the call channel as their
primary means of accessing the department, and that it needs to improve its
performance in this area.”? Further, the department has made a commitment in
its Service Charter to its customer: “Easy access to services: We will give you

quick and easy access to the right services’.
2.2 In this chapter, the ANAO examines:
. the customer experience of Centrelink telephone services;

. data relating to call demand and wait times including variations in wait
time across different Centrelink telephone lines;

J levels of customer satisfaction and complaints relating to Centrelink
call services; and

. departmental strategies to improve call wait times.

51 3AW Interview with Neil Mitchell, Melbourne, 24 April 2014.
52  Department of Human Services, Annual Report 2012-13, p. 3.

53 Department of Human Services Annual Report 2012—-13 p. 50 outlines the department’s commitments
in its Service Charter.
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The Customer experience of Centrelink telephone
services

2.3 Figure 2.1 shows the variety of experiences customers can have when
calling the various 1800 and 13 numbers for Centrelink services.

24  Figure 2.1 indicates that of the 56.8 million calls made to Centrelink
1800 or 13 telephone numbers in 2013-14, 43.1 million calls were able to enter
the network while 13.7 million calls were unable to enter the network, that is,
the calls were blocked and the callers heard the “busy’ signal. While this is a
large number of blocked calls, and likely to have caused frustration and
inconvenience for customers, it should be noted that customers whose calls
were blocked do not necessarily miss out on accessing Centrelink services as
they could have: made multiple calls until they were able to enter the network;
rung back at a later time; or used another channel to access Centrelink services
(such as online services).>*

54 In the past, the then separate Centrelink calculated a metric which measured the proportion of calls that
had been unable to enter the network over a consecutive seven day period (Monday to Sunday) as a
proxy for unmet demand, that is customers who were unable to access Centrelink services because of
call blocking (see Table 4.2 in Chapter 4). While this metric is not currently used by the Department of
Human Services in its performance monitoring and reporting, the department advised that current
calculation of this metric indicates that unmet demand has been falling in recent years to 1.8 per cent in
2013—14. The metric is calculated as ‘total unmet demand’ divided by the number of calls able to enter
the network. ‘Total unmet demand’ is calculated using the phone number the caller has called from. Any
caller calling from the same number who still gets a busy signal within the current week is counted as
unmet demand. Any phone number that has successfully entered the IVR system between Monday and
Sunday is removed from the data. There are a number of shortcomings with the accuracy of the metric,
for example, the same caller may call from another number such as a mobile number instead of a home
number, and have their business attended to but may still be counted as unmet demand. Also extension
numbers associated with PABXs are identified as one number though multiple callers can call from the
same PABX. If there is one contact that successfully enters the IVR system but all other attempts from
this number are unsuccessful, being the same caller or a new caller, the calls will not be counted in
unmet demand.
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Pathway of calls through Centrelink Telephony Services in
2013-14

I
*

43.1 million

Figure 2.1:

13.7 million

Customer enters Interactive Voice Response System (recorded
messages specific to the 13/1800 number).

Caller receives ‘busy
signal’ and can not enter
network.

28.6 million calls = 25.3 million calls (59% of calls entering network)"
+ 3.3 million transferred calls

Customer chooses an IVR option that puts them into a queue.
Customer will hear music and recurring messages as they wait.

©

17.8 million (assumption)
(41% of calls entering
network)
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Source: ANAO analysis of Human Services’ documentation, based on 2013-14 data.
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Notes to Figure 2.1:

a

2.5

The number of blocked calls, 13.7 million, does not necessarily represent the number of customers
who received the ‘engaged’ or ‘busy’ signal. The number of customers is lower because customers
will often make multiple calls attempting to enter the network.

In 2013-14, 12.1 per cent of answered calls used the place-in-queue option which allowed them to
be called back rather than waiting on the line.

This is a maximum figure, based on the assumption that no transferred calls go back into the IVR
system, that is, they are all transferred into a queue to talk to a SO.

The total number of calls entering the queue is equal to the total number of abandoned calls plus the
total number of answered calls. Transferred calls are a subset of answered calls. If it is assumed that
all transferred calls return to a queue rather than to the IVR system, there would be 25.3 million calls
entering a queue for the first time with a further 3.3 million calls re-entering the queue.

Figure 2.1 also indicates that of the 43.1 million calls that were able to

enter the network, 20.8 million calls—some 45 per cent of the calls that entered

the network —were answered by a SO. Of the remaining 55 per cent of calls:

17.8 million calls (around 41 per cent of calls entering the network) end
in the Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system™ either because:

- the customer’s enquiry was answered by the IVR message (no
data available);

- the customer chose an IVR option that transferred them into a
self-service application, for example, to report their latest
fortnightly income. In 2013-14, 5.5 million transactions were
completed in IVR self-service —comprising roughly one-third of
calls that end in the IVR system; or

- the customer abandoned the call for a variety of reasons
including that, after being advised by the IVR system of the
estimated wait time, they decided it would take too long to
access services (no data available);

7.8 million calls were abandoned after they had entered a queue to
speak to a SO, after waiting an average of 9 minutes and 42 seconds in
the queue. As indicated above, data on the number of calls that are
abandoned in the IVR system is not available, therefore the proportion

55

The department has used IVR technology for around a decade to assist in managing call demand. IVR
asks customers why they are calling and can play messages linked to the reason for the call. For
example, on the Families line, there will be a reminder to customers to advise their taxable income to
the department so their family payments can be reconciled. IVR technology also directs calls to self-
service workflows. The recorded IVR asks the customer what they are calling about. If the IVR
recognises the customer response, and it is one of the matters for which there is a self-service
workflow, the call will be directed to that workflow rather than a SO. There are currently

12 transactional and six informational self-service workflows.
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Managing Customer Wait Times

of total calls abandoned cannot be precisely calculated. An estimate
made by the ANAO% suggests that around 30 per cent of calls that
enter the network are abandoned either in the IVR system or after the
customer has entered the queue to talk to a SO.

2.6 In summary, around 45 per cent of calls made by customers that are
able to enter the network are answered by a SO, an estimated 30 per cent of
calls are abandoned, and the remainder are resolved in the IVR system either
because the recorded messaging answers their query or the customer utilised
IVR self-service options.

Demand for Centrelink telephone calls

Table 2.1: Telephone calls to Centrelink 2009-10 to 2013-14

Calls entering Calls answered by SOs Blocked calls
network

2009-10 32.7 na 27.7 na na na
2010-11 37.0 13.2 28.8 4.0 39.9 na
2011-12° 44 .2 19.5 223 -22.6 33.2 -16.8
2012-13 42.0 -5.0 201 -9.9 32.5 -2.1
2013-14 431 2.6 20.8 3.5 13.7 -57.9

Source: ANAO analysis of departmental data.

Notes:

a The annual data from 2011-12 onwards (unshaded) is affected by the department’s decision in
late 2011 to make less use of call blocking to manage demand. Therefore comparisons with earlier
years (shaded) need to take account of the different use of call blocking. See paragraph 2.8 for
more detail.

na Not available.

2.7  Table 2.1 indicates that based on the number of calls entering the
network, demand for Centrelink phone services has stabilised in the past two

56  The ANAO'’s estimate assumes that no transferred calls are transferred back into the IVR system,
rather they all are transferred back into the queue to speak to another SO. It also assumes, in the
absence of any available data, that of the calls that end in the IVR system and that do not utilise the
IVR self-service options (that is, around 12 million calls in 2013-14) half are terminated because the
caller’s issues were answered by the IVR messages and the other half were abandoned often
because the caller decided the wait time estimate provided by the IVR system was too high.
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years after strong growth in the preceding years. Calls entering the network
grew very strongly over the three years to 2011-12, and then stabilised at
around 42 to 43 million in 2012-13 and 2013-14. Calls answered by SOs have
also stabilised in 2012-13 and 2013-14 at around 20 million calls, down from a
high of 28.8 million calls in 2010-11.

2.8 Table 2.1 also indicates that the number of blocked calls was very large
until relatively recently, falling from 39.9 million in 2010-11 to 13.7 million in
2013-14. The department has advised that in the past, the then separate
Centrelink used call blocking as an operational strategy to prevent wait times
becoming too long. While call blocking provides a reasonably clear message to
‘try again’ at another time and can save a customer’s time in waiting for their
call to be answered, there are disadvantages in the use of call blocking as
customers may need to call again repeatedly or have to ring back at a time that
is less convenient. The department further advised that since late 2011, it has
made more limited use of the engaged signal to manage demand so that: it
could more accurately gauge total demand; more callers could access
telephone self-service; and callers could have the option of being advised of
estimated wait times via the IVR system and then make the decision to wait or
call back another time. The department indicated that this change of
operational strategy in relation to call blocking was a major factor in the
increase in average wait times at that time.”” Human Services advised the
ANAO that currently it only blocks calls when the telephony system would
otherwise become overloaded or at the end of a day when it is clear that calls
will not be answered within the remaining business hours for that day. This
approach more than halved the number of blocked calls in 2013-14
(13.7 million) compared to 2012-13 (32.5 million).>

Call wait times and abandoned calls

2.9 Table 2.2 presents data relating to call wait times, abandoned calls, and
staffing from 2009-10 to 2013-14.

57  Answer to Question on Notice HS 9, Senator Fifield, 26 July 2013, Senate Community Affairs
Legislation Committee, Supplementary Estimates, 4 June 2013.

58  The department advised that the introduction of more modern technology in 2015 will further limit the
need to use blocking to protect the telephony infrastructure.
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Managing Customer Wait Times

Table 2.2: Metrics relating to call wait times, staffing levels, and
abandoned calls (2009-10 to 2013-14)
Answered Average speed of Frontline staff Abandoned
answer answering calls
(mins:secs)
Millions Actual Target® FTESOs” %change % of calls®
on
previous
year
2009-10 27.6 1:29 na 3891 na na
2010-11 28.8 3:05 na 3678 -5.5 na
2011-12¢ 223 11:45 16:00 2978 -19.0 16.3
201213 20.1 12:05 16:00 2990 0.4 15.2
201314 20.8 16:53 16:00 2743 -8.3 18.0
Source: ANAO analysis of Department of Human Services data.
Notes:
a The KPI used by the then Centrelink in relation to customer wait times in 2009—10 and 2010-11 was

the percentage of calls answered within 2 minutes and 30 seconds. The target was 70 per cent. The
target of 16 minutes for average speed of answer used by Human Services since 2012—13 is for all
telephony services, not just Centrelink telephone services.

b The number of SOs on a Full-Time Equivalent basis paid out of the telephony budget. However, since
the introduction of Smart Centres a proportion of SOs’ time is spent on processing work thus making
an accurate comparison of FTE staff answering calls between years difficult. The department
adjusted the FTE staffing numbers downwards in 2012-13 and 2013-14 for the intensive
commencement training undertaken by IIEs as these staff were not available to answer phones. The
data for 2013—14 has also been adjusted downwards for the department’s estimate of the processing
work undertaken by telephone staff (10 per cent of ongoing staff and all weekend hours for IIE staff).

c The number of abandoned calls (calls where the caller hangs up after they have entered the queue
to talk to a SO) as a percentage of the calls that enter the network. This data does not include calls
abandoned in the IVR system.

d The annual data from 2011-12 onwards (unshaded) is affected by the department’s decision to
make less use of call blocking since late 2011 to manage demand. Therefore comparisons with
earlier years (shaded) need to take into account the different use of call blocking. See paragraph
2.8 for more detail.

na Not available.

210 Table 2.2 indicates that the average speed of answer—a metric that
Human Services uses to measure call wait times®—deteriorated significantly
from three minutes and five seconds in 2010-11 to 11 minutes and 45 seconds
in 2011-12. As indicated earlier the department advised that the more limited
use of call blocking was a significant factor in the increase in call wait times.
The number of full-time equivalent SOs also fell by 19 per cent in 2011-12. The
reduction in frontline staff answering calls in 2011-12 coincided with a

59  See Figure 2.1 for a diagrammatic explanation of average speed of answer.
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threefold increase in call wait times. The number of SOs again fell significantly
by 8.3 per cent in 2013-14, coinciding with an increase in average speed of
answer from 12 minutes and 5 seconds to 16 minutes and 53 seconds. The data
indicates that staff reductions have impacted on call wait times.

211 Table 2.2 also shows that the rate of abandoned calls, once a caller has
gone through the IVR system and entered the queue to talk to a SO, was similar
in 2011-12 and 2012-13, at around 15 to 16 per cent of all calls that entered the
network—but increased to 18 per cent in 2013-14 as average waiting times
increased by more than 30 per cent. As discussed in paragraph 2.4 and in the box
below, ANAO analysis indicates that in 2013-14 around 30 per cent of calls
made to access Centrelink services were abandoned when account is taken of
calls abandoned in the IVR system.®

Cost to customers of abandoned calls

The ANAO estimates that in 2013-14, just under one third of customers (nearly 14
million calls) who were able to enter the Centrelink telephone network hung up before
the reason for their call was resolved. Around 6 million of these calls were estimated to
be abandoned in the Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system, often when callers
were advised by an IVR message of the estimated wait times to talk to a Service
Officer (SO). Generally, the calls that were abandoned in the IVR, while causing some
inconvenience, did not take up significant amounts of the customer’s time.

However, more than half of the calls that were abandoned occurred after the customer
had invested time waiting to speak to a SO. In 2013-14, 7.8 million calls were in this
category and the average time that customers spent waiting before they abandoned
the call was 9 minutes and 42 seconds. These abandoned calls represent a lost
investment of time and effort by the customer.

While customers make the decision to abandon their calls, the longer that they spend
waiting to talk to a SO, the more likely it is that events will intervene, for example, the
doorbell rings, dependents need care, another call comes through on the line, mobile
phones run out of battery or signal, or workplace tasks (for those customers who are
employed, such as a significant proportion of those receiving family or childcare
payments) require attention.

The ANAO estimates that in 2013-14, the time lost by customers prior to abandoning
their calls, after going through the IVR system, cumulatively totalled some
143 person-years.61

60  See footnote 56 for more detail.

61 The ANAO based its estimate of time lost in person-years on the average time customers waited on
the phone prior to abandoning the call after entering a queue to talk to a SO. The estimate did not
include the time taken to navigate the IVR system and did not including any calls abandoned within the
IVR system. See Appendix 3 for more details on the methodology.
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212 The target KPI used by the department in its public reporting of
telephony services—average speed of answer of less than or equal to
16 minutes—gives limited information on the variability in the wait times
experienced by customers. Table 2.3 presents data on answered calls by time
intervals for the ten telephone lines that accounted for around 70 per cent of
answered telephone calls in both 2012-13 and 2013-14.

Table 2.3: Answered calls by telephone line and time interval

Telephone Line Less than 10 10 to 20 20 to 30 More than
mins % mins % 30 mins %

Disability, Sickness and 37 26 27 17 22 24 14 34
Carers

Employment services 42 18 23 18 21 19 15 45
Families and Parenting 41 48 23 19 20 16 16 17
Indigenous 46 27 19 15 26 26 10 33
Older Australians 39 29 28 19 22 24 12 29
Youth and Students 33 18 21 10 24 14 22 58
Income Management- 97 92 2 6 0 1 0 0
BasicsCard After Hours

Income Management- 90 88 9 9 1 3 0 0
BasicsCard Enquiries

Tip off line - Centrelink 99 99 1 1 0 0 0 0
Participation Solutions 42 15 21 15 15 18 23 52
;I"otal of top 10 telephone 42 36 22 16 20 17 15 30
ines

Source: Department of Human Services data.

213  The 2013-14 data indicates that just over one third of calls (36 per cent)
were answered within 10 minutes, with around half of all calls answered
within 20 minutes. Thirty per cent of callers waited over 30 minutes. This data
is a significant deterioration from the previous year when only 15 per cent of
callers waited more than 30 minutes. Callers on different lines also had
different experiences, for example, in 2013-14 over half of customers calling
the Participation Solutions line waited over 30 minutes whereas nearly all calls
on the Income Management and Tip-off lines were answered within
20 minutes. The department advised that for certain telephone lines, such as
“Youth and Students’, decisions have been taken to distribute resources to
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allow relatively longer wait times on these telephone lines to act as an
incentive for this cohort to move to self-service using other channels such as
apps and online.

Comparison of call wait time targets

214 To gain some perspective on the department’s approach to measuring
its performance on call wait times, the ANAO reviewed the timeliness
performance measures used by a selection of large government and non-
government service delivery organisations. While there was variation in the
targets adopted by organisations, a typical target for response times was a
majority of calls answered within two or three minutes.

215  Since 2012-13, Human Services has used an average speed of answer of
less than or equal to 16 minutes as the single KPI for external reporting
purposes for all telephony services including Medicare and Child Support
services. The department advised that it developed this KPI based on internal
information and modelling, including consideration of the department’s
funding and projected resourcing. However, departmental documentation
about the decision to establish this KPI was not available to the ANAO. From
2014-15 the department will report Centrelink, Medicare and Child Support
telephony performance separately against the KPI of average speed of answer.
From the separate 201415 targets listed in Table 2.4, it can be seen that targets
for Medicare and Child Support customers are significantly lower than the
16 minute target for Centrelink phone services, at 7 minutes and 3 minutes
respectively. There is no documented rationale as to why these targets differ.
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Table 2.4:
organisations

Organisation

Department of Human Services

Managing Customer Wait Times

Timeliness performance measures of a selection of

Performance Measure ‘

e Centrelink

Average speed of answer < 16 minutes

e Child Support

Average speed of answer < three minutes

e Medicare

Public

Average speed of answer < seven minutes

Providers

Average speed of answer < two minutes

Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme
authorities and e-health providers

Average speed of answer < 30 seconds

Australian Taxation Office

e General enquiries

80 per cent of calls answered within five
minutes

e Tax practitioners

90 per cent per cent of calls answered within
two minutes

Department of Immigration and Border
Protection

85 per cent of calls answered < 10 minutes

Government of Canada—Canada Revenue
Agency

Calls answered < two minutes

Qantas

Calls answered < three minutes

United Kingdom Government—Her Majesty’s
Revenue and Customs

Focuses on measuring the percentage of
successful calls

United States Government—Inland Revenue
Service

Average speed of answer performance
measure in 2013 < 15 minutes

Westpac Banking Group

Various measures. Up to 90 per cent < 90
seconds. Westpac advised that it is planning
to reduce this to up to 90 per cent < 60
seconds

Source:

2.16

ANAO analysis.

A global benchmarking report® of contact centres indicates that the

overall average speed of answer in 2013 for the 817 organisations included in
the report was 30 seconds; and for the Education and Government sub-sector,
the overall actual achievement was 49 seconds in the same year. These
comparisons suggest that both the actual wait time for Centrelink telephone
services and the department’s relevant performance target (less than or equal

62  Dimensions Data, 2013/14 Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report.

ANAO Report No.37 2014-15
Management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone Services

43



to 16 minutes) are very much at the high end compared to a number of other
government and private sector organisations that deliver services via the
telephone including for the Medicare and Child Support telephone services
provided by Human Services.

Customer satisfaction and complaints

217 Lengthy call wait times and call blocking impact on customer
satisfaction and are a major source of complaints. The global benchmarking
report on contact centres noted above observes that customer satisfaction and
complaints are the top indicators of the operational performance of telephone
services.®

Customer satisfaction

218 Human Services measures customer satisfaction of telephony services
provided by Smart Centres on a regular basis.®* The overall satisfaction rate
with Centrelink telephony services was 70.4 per cent in 2012-13 and dropped
to 66.6 per cent in 2013-14. This result is significantly below the average
customer satisfaction rate for 2013 in the global benchmarking report of call
centres of 79.2 per cent.®

Complaints

219 Table 2.5 presents data on complaints to Human Services about
Centrelink services from 2009-10 to 2013-14.

63  Dimensions Data, 2013/14 Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report, p. 65.

64 A transactional survey of customer satisfaction with services is conducted by external consultants. The
survey is conducted continuously throughout the year; it selects customers who have had recent
interaction with Human Services.

65  Dimensions Data, 2013/14 Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report, p. 68. It should be noted that
the department made changes to its survey questions about customer satisfaction in 2012. Since
2012, questions for customers became specifically focussed on the most recent call and asked about
the ‘overall quality of service’. Previously, questions had prompted customers to think generally about
their satisfaction with ‘people, services and information’. The department advised that this change
contributed to a significantly lower rate of customer satisfaction after the change—Centrelink
telephony customer satisfaction in 2010—11 was 90.8 per cent, in 2011-12 it was 88.3 per cent and in
2012-13 it fell to 70.4 per cent.
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Managing Customer Wait Times

Table 2.5: Complaints (per cent of total complaints about Centrelink
services) (2009-10 to 2013-14)

Reason for complaint about 2009-10 2010-11 | 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14
Centrelink services (%) (%) A (%) A
Staff knowledge and practice 28.6 26.2 21.6 19.4 17.8
Access to call centre 14.3 19.9 26.4 23.2 23.5
Access to call centre — wait time 0.2 0.8 16.0 14.2 18.8
Access to call centre — call busy 13.6 18.5 9.7 8.5 4.0
Decision making 13.2 12.4 11.6 12.3 15.8
Staff attitude 13.8 12.3 11.2 11.5 10.0
Disagree with internal 6.5 6.5 5.2 3.9 5.3
policy/procedure
IVR 3.0 24 4.1 5.9 5.1
Online services 24 3.3 2.2 4.6 6.5

Source: Data provided by Human Services.

220 The department’s complaints data indicates that the largest single cause
of complaint regarding Centrelink services over the past three years has been
‘access to the call centre’. In 2013-14, this category comprised 23.5 per cent of
complaints, of which 18.8 per cent concerned wait times and four per cent
related to the use of the busy signal or call blocking. The impact of the reduced
use made by the department of call blocking since late in 2011 can be seen in
the data in Table 2.5—since 2011-12, complaints about hearing the “call busy’
signal reduced while complaints about call wait times increased.

2.21 In 2014, the Commonwealth Ombudsman conducted an investigation
into access and service delivery complaints about Centrelink services,
including Centrelink telephone services.® Typical complaints reported
included:

. waits of up to one hour in telephone queues;

o wait times far in excess of the estimated wait times customers were told
via a recorded message at the start of their call;

. costs of call wait times when using mobile telephones;

. calls transferred between telephone lines compounding wait times; and

66  Commonwealth Ombudsman (2014), Department of Human Services: Investigation into Service
Delivery Complaints about Centrelink, Report No. 1/2014.
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. customers being told to call another number once the initial call was
answered after a considerable wait time.

2.22 A number of community stakeholders interviewed for this audit®” also
drew attention to problems relating to lengthy call wait times; for instance:
people with a disability often access telephone services with the assistance of a
carer and in these circumstances both the person with the disability and the
carer experience lengthy wait times; and Indigenous people in remote
communities who may share the one telephone available in the Indigenous
Agent’s premises sometimes take more than one day to access telephone
services. In these circumstances, people may need to queue to use the
telephone and may miss out if others’ calls are lengthy as the Agent’s premises
may only be open for a limited time each day.

Call Improvement Taskforce

2.23  InJuly 2012, the department established a Call Improvement Taskforce
(CIT) in the context of significant increases in call wait times for Centrelink
telephone services. The establishment of the CIT followed a review which
recommended ‘a prioritised action plan for improvements and investment
within the telephony processing channel’.%

224 The CIT operated under two phases. The first phase, from July to
November 2012, focused on identifying, implementing and monitoring short
term projects that could result in ‘quick wins” in terms of reducing call wait
times. The second phase, from December 2012 to June 2013, focused on the
ongoing monitoring of a small number of projects from phase one, along with
the implementation of further short term improvement opportunities,
combined with analysis of issues requiring more in-depth study or more
complex implementation arrangements.

2.25 In both phases the membership of the CIT involved the department’s
senior leadership and was chaired at the Associate Secretary level, with
representatives at the Deputy Secretary, General Manager (SES Band Two) and
National Manager levels (SES Band One) from a range of relevant areas. In
both phases the CIT met regularly: in phase one, the CIT met twice a month;

67  Organisations interviewed represented the interests of people with a disability, the aged, Indigenous
people living in remote areas and people from a non-English speaking background.

68 In May 2012, Booz & Company were commissioned to prepare an Operational Performance Analysis
and Change Management Review for the department.
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moving to around monthly in phase two. A Senior Responsible Officer at the
SES Band Two level was made responsible for implementing Taskforce
outcomes and to oversee both phases of the CIT.®

2.26  The CIT developed a five point strategy which covered:

J reducing the need for customers to call, for example, improving the
quality of letters —unclear letters generate telephone calls;

° increasing the use of self-service, for example, online services and
mobile apps;
. improving call centre technology, for example, the introduction of

place-in-queue call back (see paragraph 2.30);

. increasing the efficiency of the call network, for example, better
balancing the rostering of employees and call demand; and

J adjusting resources to cope with demand, for example, use of Smart
Centres to flexibly utilise staff across telephony and processing work to
assist in dealing with periods of peak demand.

2.27  While the CIT did not operate under the framework of an overall
channel strategy”, the five point strategy covered the key factors that impacted
on call wait times including the inter-relationships between channels. The five
point strategy was used to organise the initiatives that were implemented
under the CIT.”!

2.28  Overall, the CIT had effective processes for monitoring and reporting
on initiatives.”? The framework for reporting progress on each initiative and
stream included an overall status report using a traffic light reporting system

69  The ANAO has previously observed that ‘To be effective, policy and program implementation requires
there to be a senior responsible officer who is accountable for the success of a policy’s
implementation. The senior responsible officer is the person to whom the relevant minister and
executive turn for progress reports and details of emerging risks.” ANAO and PM&C Better Practice
Guide, Successful Implementation of Policy Initiatives, October 2014, Canberra, pp. 23-24.

70  The Australian Government Information Management Office (AGIMO) has indicated that doing so is
consistent with better practice. AGIMO, Managing Multiple Channels, April 2006, p. 6.

71 An overview of the CIT’s 24 phase one initiatives is set out in Appendix 4.

72 At each fortnightly/monthly meeting, an update on call wait time performance and an analysis of
factors underlying any changes was discussed. Each of the five streams of work had a designated
Stream Leader and Stream Coordinator with clearly outlined responsibilities. Each initiative was
implemented by an ‘initiative team’.
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and a benefits realisation component.”? The reporting on each initiative
contained an estimate of one or more of the following issues:

J potential reduction on call wait times (expressed as minutes of calls);

J projected reduction in call volume (as minutes of calls);

. diversion of staff to telephones (in full-time equivalent staff numbers);
and

. other measures such as number of claims to be completed.

Management of call wait times after the Call Improvement
Taskforce

2.29 At the end of June 2013, the CIT ceased operating and the initiatives
that were ongoing or incomplete were transferred to a line area within the
department for management on a ‘business as usual” basis. Central monitoring
and reporting of these initiatives as a package of inter-related measures no
longer occurred. The department has since pursued a range of initiatives to
manage call wait times in the context of its service delivery transformation
strategy to transfer, where possible, customers to self-service channels. These
measures are outlined in the following paragraphs.

Place—-in—Queue call back

230 Human Services began trials of place-in—-queue call back technology on
a number of its telephone lines in 2012 to reduce the impact on customers of
long call wait times. Access to place-in-queue call back has been progressively
expanded over subsequent years. Place-in-queue allows customers to choose to
be called back instead of staying on the line waiting for their call to be
answered.” Place-in-queue is automatically offered to eligible customers when
the estimated wait time in a queue is more than five minutes. It is available on
nine Centrelink telephone lines although, for two of those lines, it is only

73  In Phase Two when the focus shifted to longer term analytical work, benefit realisation was not as
regularly reported at CIT meetings.

74 The customer accepts the offer of place-in-queue and leaves their contact number and details. The
call is added to the place-in-queue dialler and the customer is called back at the time previously
advised by the system. If the customer answers the call and re-authenticates their details they are
placed at the head of the queue to be answered by the next available SO. To be eligible for place-in-
queue call back customers must: have called between 8am and 3pm; be registered for telephone self-
service; have entered their Customer Access Number and PIN, or, on some telephone lines, their
Customer Reference Number only.
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offered to customers calling from mobile telephones.” In 2013-14, 12.1 per cent
of answered calls used the place-in-queue option.

Smart Centres

2.31  The shift from a traditional call centre to the Smart Centre concept is a
key initiative in the department’s efforts to reduce call wait times. In the
previous call centre environment, there was limited flexibility to move staff to
cope with peaks in workload for particular customer segments/payment types
or between telephony and processing. This lack of flexibility contributed to
longer wait times in peak times; customers were also transferred between SOs
if their call dealt with issues crossing payment types.

Blending telephony and processing work

232 One of the key components of the Smart Centre concept is to blend
telephony and processing work to increase flexibility in the deployment of
staff. This approach involves staff being cross-trained in both types of work
and being used flexibly depending on work priorities and their skills. Enabling
technology, once fully functional”, will allow call and processing work to be
prioritised and managed centrally, with workflows distributed across all work
stations in Smart Centres. SOs taking calls also perform some limited
processing work while the customer is on the telephone to assist in achieving
more timely outcomes for customers. Therefore, as previously mentioned, the
distinction between telephone work and processing work is becoming
increasingly blurred.

2.33 During the ANAO'’s site visits for the audit, it was clear that the
blending of telephony and processing work was still in the transitional stage.
While telephony staff were commonly undertaking processing tasks during the
call, and were being offered overtime to complete processing work on the
weekends, it was less common that processing staff were undertaking
telephony work. The ICT equipment to allow work to be blended across all
telephony and processing staff was not yet in place at all workstations.
However, many of the SOs and managers interviewed by the ANAO in Smart

75  Place-in-queue is offered on the following Centrelink telephone lines: Employment Services; Older
Australians; ABSTUDY; Disability Sickness and Carers; Indigenous Services; and Families and
Parenting. It is also offered to customers using a mobile telephone to access the Youth and Students
line or the Participation Solutions Team. Commonwealth Ombudsman (2014) Department of Human
Services: Investigation into Service Delivery Complaints about Centrelink, Report No. 1/2014, p. 10.

76  Expected in the latter half of 2015.
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Centres were positive about the benefits already achieved from blending,
including the opportunity for more varied work for staff and more First
Contact Resolution” for customers.

Case Study — Benefits of blending telephony and processing: handling Mobility

Allowance enquiries

Mobility Allowance is a payment for eligible Australians in the labour market who
cannot use public transport without substantial assistance because of their disability,
injury or illness. Customer enquiries about Mobility Allowance were previously
managed via telephony staff, and a separate team of processing staff were
responsible for completing Mobility Allowance reviews. In 2013, Human Services
initiated a trial which would enable the blending of the telephony and processing
aspects of Mobility Allowance work into one team.

A number of positive outcomes resulted from the trial. By blending telephony and
processing work, Human Services reported an increase in First Contact Resolution
for customers as SOs were skilled to perform all tasks for the program rather than
having to ‘hand-off work. Human Services reported receiving positive responses
from a customer survey conducted as part of a review of the trial and also identified
a significant reduction in the backlog of Mobility Allowance processing work. The
blending of processing and telephony work for mobility allowance has now become
business as usual.

Source: ANAO analysis of Human Services documentation.

Skills Pyramid

2.34  Another key component of Smart Centres is moving away from work
organised around payment types and customer segments to work being
organised around the complexity and frequency of customer transactions.
Customer transactions and enquiries have been categorised into a ‘Skills
Pyramid’. Lower complexity and/or high frequency transactions/enquiries
make up the ‘general’ base layer of the pyramid while higher complexity and
less frequent transactions are found further up the pyramid in the ‘assisted’
and ‘managed and intensive’ layers. Figure 2.2 illustrates the Skills Pyramid.

77  First Contact Resolution is a situation where the caller’s issues can be resolved by the SO taking the
call rather than having to transfer the call to another SO.
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Figure 2.2:  Skills pyramid
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Source: ANAO analysis of Human Services’ documentation.

2.35 It is intended that all SOs are to be trained in handling calls involving
transactions and queries in the ‘general layer’ of the pyramid, while calls
categorised as being in the ‘assisted” or ‘managed and intensive’ layers would be
dealt with by a subset of SOs with skill tags indicating more specialised skills.”

2.36  In recent years, the department has increasingly employed Intermittent
and Irregular employees 7 (IIEs). At June 2014, 902 full-time equivalent IIEs
were employed comprising 26 per cent of the front-line staff providing
Centrelink telephone services. The IIE workforce, employed at the APS 3
classification, has assisted with the implementation of the Skills Pyramid as they
are trained, and undertake work, in the ‘general” layer. The ongoing workforce,
generally at the APS 4 classification, while also able to complete transactions in
the ‘general” layer, focuses on the more complex work in the ‘intensive’ and
‘assisted” layers of the pyramid.

78  The telephony system uses “skill tags” to distribute calls to SOs. Within the system, each individual
SO is identified as having a number of skill tags which indicate the transactions and enquiries that they
have the skills and knowledge to handle.

79  Under subsection 22(2)(c) of the Public Service Act 1999 an agency head may engage a person (as a
non-ongoing APS employee) for duties that are irregular or intermittent.
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2.37  ANAO visits to Smart Centres during the audit indicated that the Skills
Pyramid was still in the implementation phase. The ANAO observed that
many IIE staff were in the process of being trained in transactions in the
‘general’ layer (putting considerable strain on training and technical support
resources) while some ongoing staff were still only skill tagged in their
traditional specialist area based on customer segment/payment type. A
majority of Smart Centre managers interviewed were of the view that the Skills
Pyramid had the potential to organise call distribution more efficiently and
therefore to assist in reducing call wait times. Some ongoing staff interviewed
by the ANAO, however, pointed to problems that can arise if IIE staff do not
have a broad contextual understanding of the interrelationships between
various payments and allowances.® Ongoing staff also commented on their
experience of receiving high rates of transfers of calls from IIE staff, who did
not have the skills or delegations necessary to complete certain calls.

Case Study — Benefits of Skills Pyramid: Indigenous Australian and Income Management

Telephony

The introduction of the Skills Pyramid and the general layer has led to improvements
in the telephony performance for the Indigenous Australian, Income Management and
BasicsCard business lines.

Staff servicing the Indigenous Australian telephone line need to maintain a broad
range of skills as calls to this line can be about any Centrelink payment or service
including Income Management and the BasicsCard (even though these services have
their own separate telephone lines). The expansion of Income Management led to
increased Income Management and BasicsCard calls on both the Indigenous
Australian telephone line and the specialist Income Management and BasicsCard
lines—resulting in longer wait times and higher rates of abandoned calls.

Human Services was able to direct simple queries about the BasicsCard to staff
answering calls in the General layer of the Skills Pyramid. This recent development
enabled staff servicing the Indigenous Australian and Income Management and
BasicsCard lines to focus on more complex work. Human Services advised that initial
results from this change showed an improvement in telephony performance for the
Indigenous Australian and Income Management and BasicsCard telephone lines
including a decrease in the average speed of answer.

Source: ANAO analysis of Human Services documentation.

80  For example, an IIE may process a rent certificate, relying on customer information, but may be unaware
that customers can commonly provide incorrect information on such certificates that, if accepted at face-
value, may significantly affect the customer’s payment. A more experienced SO may well suspect that the
customer has supplied incorrect information and check with the customer before processing.
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Managed Telecommunications Services

2.38  In October 2012, the department entered into a five year contract with
Telstra for telephony services—the Managed Telecommunications Services
Contract (the MTS). The department advised the Senate at that time that the
MTS had the potential to reduce call wait times by, amongst other things,
improving capacity to distribute workloads, enabling the use of speech
analytics to assist in analysing why customers call, and better queue
management at the national level.®!

2.39 The MTS s yet to deliver these benefits for Centrelink calls due, in large
part, to the department’s higher priority to migrate Medicare and Child
Support programs to the new telecommunications platform. However, the
department advised that this migration work and many of the other
capabilities enabled by the MTS will become available over the course of 2015.
Several of these capabilities have significant potential to assist in reducing call
wait times or alleviating the impact of wait times on customers. These
capabilities include: a new workforce management system (which will replace
the existing tool for forecasting call demand and matching rostering of staff);
call recording and speech analytics (this can assist in investigating the factors
driving call demand); voice biometrics which aims to reduce the effort for
customers to authenticate when they call the department; an enhanced call
back facility where the customer may request a call back for a specified time;
the capacity to deliver any call to any appropriately skilled staff member
anywhere across the department; and a more sophisticated IVR system which,
for example, could provide a ‘progress of claim’ self-service option. 5

Digital Strategy

240 A key plank in the department’s approach to reducing call wait times is
to shift customers from telephone services to self-service digital channels. Both
online transactions and the use of mobile apps have increased strongly over
the past three years (see Table 1.2 in Chapter 1). However, the growth in digital
transactions has not reduced the demand for call services as anticipated. The
department’s experience is consistent with wider international trends, and a

81 Community Affairs and Legislation Committee, Additional Senate Estimates, 18 October 2012.

82  Departmental research indicates that a key factor in generating calls is customers ringing to find out
how their claim for a benefit is progressing. Dealing with these enquiries via self-service should assist
in reducing the pressure on call wait times.
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recent global benchmarking report observed that ‘the emergence of
multichannel customer management is fuelling growth within the contact
centre industry, not curtailing it’. # Part of the explanation for this trend is the
unreliability and difficulty of using some digital applications. International
experience indicates that some 40 per cent of calls to contact centres are now
made because of a failed self-service interaction; a noteworthy trend given the
expectations of improved service delivery and efficiencies offered by self-
service channels.® In effect, customers are using Smart Centres as a ‘help desk’
for digital channels, and at this stage it is not known whether this trend is
likely to be transitional or ongoing.

241  The department is currently developing a draft digital strategy. The draft
strategy acknowledges the linkages with other channels and the need to align
overall strategy with the Smart Centres operating model. There is a focus in the
draft strategy on improving the reliability and ease of use of digital transactions
and expanding the range of transactions that can be completed digitally.
Improvements in digital service channels can be expected to assist in reducing
call demand, call wait times and related costs for customers and the department.

A coordinated channel strategy

242 In April 2006, the Australian Government Information Management
Office (AGIMO) released the guide Delivering Australian Government Services:
Managing Multiple Channels. The guide emphasised the importance of entities
establishing a channel strategy to manage service delivery to their clients
through the most appropriate channels. A channel strategy is a “set of business
driven choices aimed at delivering services to customers efficiently and
effectively using the most appropriate mix of channels for the customer and
the agency’.> AGIMO identified the following benefits of a channel strategy:

. the alignment of customer needs, services, channels and agency
priorities;

83  Dimension Data, 2013/14 Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report, p. 47.

84 ibid., p. 78. During fieldwork, the ANAO also observed the interaction between the telephone channel
and the reliability and ease-of-use of the digital channels. At present, the department cannot estimate
the proportion of calls stemming from issues with the digital channel, however, if call recording and
voice analytics are enabled under the Managed Telecommunications Services contract such estimates
should be possible.

85  Australian Government Information Management Office, Delivering Australian Government Services —
Managing Multiple Channels, April 2006, p. 6.
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. improved cost efficiency of service delivery across multiple channels;

o seamless, integrated and consistent delivery of services across channels;
and

J informed and prudent future channel investments.

243 The AGIMO guide also encouraged organisations to forecast future
channel usage patterns as part of their channel strategies.

2.44 At the time of the audit fieldwork, Human Services did not have a
detailed channel strategy (covering all channels including digital channels) but
has advised that work is underway to scope the development of a strategy. The
department has developed a high level Service Delivery Operating Model with
more detailed channel operating models to underpin it (comprising a draft
Digital Strategy, a Smart Centre Operating Model and a Front of House
Operating Model). The purpose of the Service Delivery Operating Model is to
assist staff to understand how the separate channel operating models can work
together to achieve government outcomes and will assist in the development
of the detailed channel strategy. To help progress its work, the department
should establish a pathway and timetable for the development of a
coordinated channel strategy, and also consider options for learning further
from the experience of other large service delivery organisations which operate
multiple customer channels.

Recommendation No.1

2.45 To help deliver improved services across all customer channels and a
more coordinated approach to the management of call wait times, the ANAO
recommends that the Department of Human Services establish a pathway and
timetable for the implementation of a coordinated channel strategy.

Human Services’ response:
2.46  The department agrees with the recommendation.

2.47  The department has a Service Delivery Operating Model (SDOM) that
outlines the four levels of services that it provides to its customers based on their
individual needs (naturally connected, self-managed, assisted and managed and
intensive). A coordinated channel strategy is being documented to reflect the work that
the department has put in place.

86 ibid.
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Conclusion

248 Human Services’ Smart Centres play a key role in the department’s
capacity to deliver payments and services efficiently and effectively on behalf
of the Australian Government. The factors underlying the significant increase
in wait times in recent years (and the related issues of high rates of call
blocking and abandoned calls) are complex and inter-related. Reductions in
staff, the performance and reliability of other channels, including digital
channels, and changes in the department’s use of call blocking, have all played
a role. However, the growth in digital transactions has not reduced the
demand for call services proportionately, consistent with wider international
experience which indicates that some 40 per cent of calls to contact centres are
now made because of a failed self-service interaction.

2.49 Comparisons with other organisations that deliver telephone services
indicate that the department’s average wait times for Centrelink telephone
services are very much at the upper end of contemporary service delivery
standards, and are significantly above the separate targets recently set for
Medicare and Child Support telephone services. One consequence of high
average wait times is that around 30 per cent of calls are abandoned by
customers before the reason for the call is addressed. The department’s records
indicated that customer satisfaction with Centrelink telephone services is
falling and ‘access to call centres’ is the largest cause of customer complaints
about Centrelink services. Community stakeholders interviewed by the ANAO
for this audit and a 2014 Commonwealth Ombudsman’s Report, also drew
attention to problems for customers relating to lengthy call wait times.

250 In 2011-12, when call wait times began to increase significantly, the
department responded by establishing a CIT. While the CIT did not operate
within an overarching channel strategy it did have a useful five point strategy,
providing a coordinating framework for its activities. Since the CIT was
wound-up in 2013 the department has pursued a range of initiatives to reduce
wait times. Human Services has advised that it has started to develop a
channel strategy, consistent with good practice, which will consider these
initiatives and the department’s transformation program for service delivery —
transitioning customers to self-service where possible, and reserving telephone
services for more complex cases and those customers most in need. The
blending of telephony and processing and the introduction of the Skills
Pyramid in Smart Centres, the Digital Strategy and the MTS all have the
potential to contribute to reducing call wait times as further progress is made
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with their implementation. To help deliver improved services across all
customer channels and a more coordinated approach to the management of
call wait times, Human Services should establish a pathway and timetable for
the implementation of a coordinated channel strategy, and also consider
options for learning further from the experience of other large service delivery
organisations operating multiple customer service channels.
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3. Managing Quality and Efficiency

This chapter examines the quality assurance mechanisms used by Human Services in
relation to Centrelink telephone services. It also examines cost and efficiency metrics
for Centrelink telephone services and compares performance with other contact centres.

Introduction

3.1 A sound quality control framework underpins the provision of effective
client service for customers using telephone services, and can help minimise
the risk of payment errors occurring in telephone transactions. In addition,
measuring and monitoring efficiency, including through the use of key
metrics, can assist in identifying and assessing potential efficiency gains and
cost savings.

3.2 The ANAO examined the department’'s two quality control
mechanisms operating in Smart Centres: Quality Call Listening (QCL) and
Quality On Line (QOL).

3.3 To assess Human Services” overall efficiency in providing Centrelink
telephone services, the ANAO examined:

. two efficiency measures— Average Handle Time and First Contact/Call
Resolution; and

. two cost measures—‘cost per call” and “cost per minute’.

Quality Call Listening

QCL process and results

3.4 The use of QCL is consistent with standard global practice for contact
centres to assess the quality of calls. QCL is guided by the department’s Quality
Call Listening Framework® (the framework), which outlines the expected level of
quality services to be provided by Smart Centres. The framework is expected
to be applied to all SOs answering telephones including non-ongoing staff and
Intermittent and Irregular employees (IIEs). The results from QCL are used by
individual sites to monitor SO performance and identify key systemic issues to

87  The department advised that it is developing a new Quality Call Framework. A trial is scheduled to
commence in March 2015 which if successful will be rolled out across all Smart Centres.
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improve the accuracy of information and quality of service delivered to
customers.

3.5 Under the department’s framework, four calls are selected for QCL per
experienced SO in each four week settlement period. New SOs have eight calls
selected each settlement period for the first six months of employment. Calls
are assessed side-by-side with an evaluator listening to the call live.®® Upon
completion of a call, the evaluator provides immediate feedback to the SO by
identifying strengths and areas which require further improvement.

3.6 Evaluators assess each call against 22 quality indicators outlined in the
department’s Quality Checking Guide. The overall result determines whether
it is a “quality” or ‘non-quality call’. While the department does not have a clear
scoring guide for ‘quality’ and ‘non-quality calls’, failure to satisfy eight key
quality indicators will result in an automatic ‘non-quality” call.* In addition to
assessing performance against these eight criteria, evaluators use their
professional judgement against the criteria as a whole to determine whether
the call is a ‘quality’ or non-quality’ call. The reliance on professional
judgement highlights the importance of evaluators participating in calibration
exercises, which help reduce subjective assessments and promote consistent
application of the framework standards.

Comparisons with other organisations

3.7 The ANAO compared the sampling approach used by the department
for QCL with two government and two large private contact centres and with
a global benchmarking report, as summarised in Table 3.1.

88  QCL evaluators are generally team leaders (APS6). Senior practitioners (APS4/5) can also train as
evaluators.

89  While there are 22 quality indicators, the standard is considered not to have been met if eight key quality
indicators are not satisfied. They are: Was the customer’s appropriate identification/security verified? Was
privacy breached? Did the SO have an appropriate in-depth conversation and transition a suitable
customer to self-service options? Did the SO confirm the customer’s current telephone number? Did the
SO confirm the customer’s income estimate? Did the SO action issues appropriately? Is the customer
likely to call back regarding the same issue due to SO call management?
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Table 3.1: Comparison of the sampling approach used for QCL
Contact Centres Number of calls ‘

Department of Human Services Four side-by-side calls per experienced SO in
each settlement period. Eight side-by-side calls
per new SO for the first six months of employment.

Australian Taxation Office Three recorded calls per SO each month.
Department of Immigration and Border Ten calls per SO each month, with five recorded
Protection calls and five side-by-side calls.

Qantas Average of four recorded calls per SO each month.
Westpac Banking Group Average of six recorded calls per SO each month.
Global Benchmarking Report™ Average of 10.2 calls per experienced SO and

average of 18.7 calls for new SOs.

Source: ANAO analysis.

3.8 The number of calls evaluated by the department as part of QCL falls
within the range of the other four Australian organisations compared in Table
3.1. The distinction made by the department between experienced and new
SOs in call selection for QCL follows standard global call centre practice to
evaluate more calls for less experienced SOs. The department has adopted a
risk-based approach which monitors less experienced SOs on a more regular
basis, to help promote quality.

QCL results

3.9 Table 3.2 summaries departmental data on the number of quality and
non-quality calls as assessed under the QCL framework from 2009-10 to
2013-14. Overall, the rate of quality calls has increased from 93.85 per cent in
2009-10 to 96.30 per cent in 2013-14, with the results indicating that
departmental SOs achieved high rates of quality calls in QCL.

90 Dimension’s Data 2013/14 Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report.
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Table 3.2: QCL - quality and non-quality calls (2009-10 to 2013-14)

Number of Number of Number of Number of Percentage

Calls Quality Calls Non-Quality Staff of Quality

Evaluated Calls Assessed Calls (%)

2009-10 206566 193855 12711 5392 93.85
2010-11 167741 160833 6908 4641 95.88
2011-12 111381 106822 4559 4104 95.91
2012-13 91242 87110 4132 3920 95.47
2013-14 104795 100916 3879 4327 96.30

Source: Human Services data.

Implementation of the QCL Framework

310 The department’s ability to maintain high rates of quality calls
depends, in part, on the consistent and rigorous application of the QCL
framework.

Ongoing and non-ongoing employees

311 The QCL framework requires that the QCL checking rates of four calls
per experienced SO and eight calls per new SO should be completed at an
average rate of 95 per cent across all relevant staff.”” Smart Centres failed to
meet this target in 2013-14. Table 3.3 sets out the rate of calls reviewed in
accordance with the QCL framework and the subsequent calls that were rated
as quality calls over the 13 settlement periods in 2013-14.

91 Smart Centre staff on leave or working part-time are included as relevant staff.
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Table 3.3: Implementation of QCL Framework (2013-14)

Settlement period Rate of Implementing Four Performance against target
Calls per experienced SO of 95% of calls being rated
and eight calls per new SO as ‘quality calls’
(%)*
(target rate of
implementation is 95%)
1 39 96
2 7 89
3 15 90
4 80 97
5 76 97
6 81 97
7 73 97
8 74 96
9 74 98
10 79 98
11 80 98
12 79 98
13 76 97

Source: Human Services data.
Note:

a The QCL framework provides for an average checking rate of 95 per cent across all relevant staff.

3.12  Table 3.3 (column 2) indicates that the department did not implement
the requirement that QCL is applied to an average of 95 per cent of SOs at the
expected rate (four calls per experienced SO and eight calls per new SO) in any
settlement period in 2013-14. The department advised that the very low results
for settlement periods one to three in particular resulted from a decision that
QCL was not mandatory during this peak period. While overall quality may
not be affected by short-term or periodic pauses in the application of the QCL
framework, there is a risk that longer-term pauses may result in the framework
not providing the intended level of quality assurance. Table 3.3 (column 3)
further indicates that the calls that did undergo QCL generally met the target
of 95 per cent being rated as “quality calls’.
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Intermittent and Irreguar employees (IIEs)

3.13 The QCL framework was not applied to IIEs at the Smart Centre level.*?
While Smart Centre managers advised the ANAO that calls taken by IIEs were
generally subject to ad hoc quality evaluation these employees were not subject
to the formal requirements of the QCL framework. Rates of quality evaluation
for IIEs interviewed by the ANAO varied: from four calls evaluated per
settlement period; to no calls evaluated over the course of their employment.
Not applying the QCL framework to IIEs risks weakening the department’s
quality assurance processes for Centrelink telephone services. There would be
merit in reviewing the current approach given recent growth in this
employment category and the likelihood that it is the department’s least
experienced cohort.

Recommendation No.2

3.14 To maintain the integrity of the Quality Call Listening (QCL) process
and improve the level of assurance on the quality and accuracy of Centrelink
telephone services, the ANAO recommends that the Department of Human
Services applies the QCL framework to all staff answering telephone calls, and
reviews the potential impact of gaps in the implementation of QCL.

Department of Human Services’ response:
3.15  The department agrees with the recommendation.

3.16  The department has a number of quality measures both informal and formal to
assure quality outcomes. All staff, including intermittent and irreqular employees, are
subject to a mix of both informal and formal quality measures to ensure accuracy of
outcomes. In addition, the department is developing a new Quality Call Framework
which will apply to all staff who have contact with customers in the telephony
environment.

Monitoring and reporting of QCL results

3.17 Performance monitoring and reporting is used at both the operational
and strategic levels within Human Services. Smart Centre managers use site
level reports to monitor the implementation of QCL at their site, and to
identify and address issues of non-performance of individual SOs. At the

92  The Quality Listening Team responsible for the framework advised the ANAO that it was intended to
cover all employees.

ANAO Report No.37 2014-15
Management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone Services

63



strategic level, the national Quality Listening Team produces a regular report
on QCL with a breakdown of national results reported by each Smart Centre
site and a summary of the top five errors contributing to a non-quality call. The
ANAO examined the reports of 13 settlement periods from August 2013 to
September 2014; the key error identified in each report was ‘transitioning
customers to self-service options’. A departmental report analysing six
settlement periods between 2011-12 and 2012-13 also confirmed this issue was
an ongoing factor accounting for 30 per cent of non-quality calls.

3.18 The department has implemented various initiatives to address the
issue of SOs not transitioning customers to the self-service option. In 2013-14,
the department: re-designed calibration exercises to include self-service;
reviewed resource documents; updated training resources; and established
quarterly QCL stakeholder meetings to discuss results. In light of the long term
and persistent nature of this issue, and its contribution to the department’s
strategy to shift customers to self-service, the department advised the ANAO
that it will have a continued focus in this area.

Calibration of QCL

319 The QCL Step by Step Calibration Guide states that QCL evaluators
should participate in national calibration exercises by assessing two mock calls
every second settlement period; although the department advised that
participation is not mandatory. The purpose of calibration activities is to
ensure that evaluators are consistently and accurately applying the framework
when assessing calls, which is particularly important given the emphasis on
professional judgement in classifying calls as ‘quality” or ‘non-quality” calls.
The department uses calibration to measure the integrity of QCL responses,
identify gaps or improvements to the QCL evaluation process and determine
the skills and capabilities of evaluators.*

3.20 Table 3.4 shows the participation rate of QCL evaluators in calibration
exercises and the percentage of calls that were correctly evaluated for the

93  Evaluators from each site listen to the mock calls together whilst completing their own evaluation. The

evaluators discuss the results of each component of the call and how feedback would be provided to a
SO. The site facilitator then provides a summary of the findings to the national Quality Listening
Team—who monitor and report on the QCL calibration results of all Smart Centre sites.
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available settlement periods in 2013-14.°* For example, in settlement period three,
62 per cent of evaluators participated in calibration exercises, and 91 per cent of
their calls were evaluated as correct. Overall, the participation rate in calibration
exercises varied between 57 and 68 per cent, a relatively low level of participation.
There would be benefit in the department reviewing the reasons for this trend.

Table 3.4: QCL calibration results (2013-14)

Settlement Period? Participation Rate (%) Correctness (%) ‘
3 62 91
4 61 69
5 58 87
6 57 81
12 68 Na®
Source: Human Services data.
Notes:
a The national calibration exercises were redesigned during 2013—-14. Instead of conducting national

calibration exercises each settlement period, they occurred on a quarterly basis. Hence, there are
no calibration results from settlement periods 7-11.

b Due to the redesign of the national calibration exercises, settlement period 12 does not have an
overall correctness figure as it does not follow the previous calibration assessment template.

Quality On Line

3.21  Quality on line (QOL) is a national quality control mechanism used by
the department across a number of customer channels including Smart
Centres. QOL aims to detect and rectify errors by SOs before any payment is
made. It provides an assurance mechanism for payment correctness and
recording and verification requirements.”

QOL process

3.22  QOL is guided by the department’s National Quality Online Instructions,
which sets out procedures and relevant standards for performing quality
checking under QOL, to facilitate consistency and integrity. QOL checking of
Smart Centre SOs is conducted by Checkers from Smart Centre sites.”* QOL

94 The audit team observed that at two Smart Centre sites the number of calibration exercises
undertaken by evaluators varied. Over a period of six months evaluators completed between no
exercises to four exercises.

95  Getting It Right—Minimum Standards, National Quality On Line Instructions.
96  Senior practitioners (APS4/5) are experienced SOs who perform the role of QOL Checker.
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applies to all employment types—ongoing, non-ongoing and IIEs. The rate of
activities sampled for each SO is based on their level of proficiency —learner
(100 per cent), intermediate (25 per cent) and proficient (2 per cent) as outlined
in Table 3.5.

Table 3.5: Quality online proficiency levels

Proficiency Level Description Sampling rate of

activities (%)

Learner New staff or existing staff who have moved to 100
processing work in a new area, or have little
experience in the work type, or achieve a
correctness rate of less than 85%.

Intermediate Staff who achieve a correctness rate of 85% to 25
95%.
Proficient Staff who achieve a correctness rate of 95%. 2

Source: Human Services data.

3.23  SOs can progress or regress between proficiency levels, depending on
the level of correctness attained. The QOL ‘sampling engine” determines which
activities will be sampled for checking, using a weighted algorithm that takes
into account the number of transactions since each SO’s last check. Smart
Centre staff interviewed by the ANAO confirmed the experience that the
specified frequency of QOL checking did occur in practice.

3.24  Under the department’s QOL, sample activities are checked against two
quality standards: ‘Getting It Right—Minimum Standards’; and ‘Payment
Correctness’. If an activity does not meet either of the quality standards, it is
recorded as a critical error and must be returned to the SO to be amended, with
feedback from the Checker included.

3.25 Under the National Quality Online Instructions, QOL Checkers are
required to complete QOL certification training and receive a 100 per cent
result on their skillset test, as well as be re-certified every 12 months. Checkers
must also: possess technical knowledge in relevant payment areas; undertake
consistent assessment activities in QOL; ensure integrity of payments; provide
consistent and constructive feedback to SOs; and maintain a personal QOL
correctness rate of 95 per cent or higher.

Monitoring and reporting of QOL results

3.26  Table 3.6 summarises the QOL results for all ongoing, non-ongoing and
IIEs from 2009-10 to 2013-14. QOL results show ‘correctness rates’ —that is, the
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percentage of activities processed and released without critical error. The
overall correctness target is set as 95 per cent. Overall, the QOL correctness
target has been consistently met since 2009-10, with the exception of IIEs in
2013-14.

Table 3.6: Quality online results (2009-10 to 2013-14)

Employment Number of | Activities by Percentage QOL
Type activities CL of activities | correctness
processed telephony by CL results (%)

by CL (e]o] telephony

telephony checked QOL

checked (%)
2009-10 Non-ongoing 10880 10106 93 97
Ongoing 3933622 786342 20 96
2010-11 Non-ongoing 312118 228333 73 95
Ongoing 5420785 760806 14 97
2011-12 Non-ongoing 127831 104375 82 95
Ongoing 5548138 666337 12 97
2012-13 IE 27445 24682 90 97
Non-ongoing 709529 294978 42 96
Ongoing 5379936 560915 10 96
2013-14 IE 701732 340266 48 93
Non-ongoing 469793 111313 24 97
Ongoing 5377491 473796 9 97

Source: Human Services data.

3.27 The analysis of QOL results is a potentially valuable source of
information for the department, and an aid to identifying systemic issues,
reviewing training material, and improving current processes. The department
advised that since July 2014 it has initiated a weekly review of QOL results.
Prior to that time there was no analysis of QOL results at a national level.

Impact of introduction of Skills Pyramid and IIEs

3.28 ANAO interviews with departmental staff identified that the
introduction of the Skills Pyramid and growth in the IIE cohort has been
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challenging for some of the QOL Checkers” and their managers. The
challenges have been twofold:

. moving to the Skills Pyramid has required the QOL Checkers (and
TPSOs) to be able to perform these roles across the whole general layer
of the Skills Pyramid (consistent with the blending of telephony and
processing work in the Smart Centre concept) for some processing
work. However at the time of the audit, these employees generally have
been trained and have work experience in telephony for a specific
payment type;*® and

. providing technical support to the growing number of IIEs has
increased the workload of TPSOs considerably, as IIEs are relatively
inexperienced and require more support.

Checking the Checker

3.29 Smart Centres monitor the quality of QOL (that is, checking the
checker) by rechecking a sample of QOL checked activities to provide
assurance and confirm their accuracy.” Presently, local Smart Centres are
responsible for checking the checker, and the frequency of re-checking varies
between Smart Centre sites. The department advised the ANAO that Smart
Centres are in the process of implementing a consistent check the checker
process called Aim for Accuracy, to help overcome the current ad hoc
arrangements.

97  QOL Checkers also provide onsite and virtual technical support as technical peer support officers
(TPSOs)—a dual role conducted by senior practitioners who are experienced SOs. TPSOs can offer
onsite support and can also offer virtual support through online queries and telephone calls from SOs
from any site. The type of technical support offered by TPSOs varies between Smart Centre sites.

98  Staff reported that access to training to broaden their skills and knowledge has been limited in some
Smart Centres, because training IIEs has been given priority and/or having time to complete the
training given increasing workloads has been difficult. Some of the QOL Checkers interviewed for the
audit expressed concern that they did not feel confident that they had all the required skills to complete
their work. A small number of IIE employees reported that their work had been QOLed incorrectly
because of a lack of knowledge of the QOL Checker.

99  This process differs from the former Check the Checker program, now called ‘Conformance
Assessments’. Conformance Assessments is a broader program which tests the effectiveness of
controls to mitigate payment risk. The program identifies where errors are occurring and why errors
are made. The program checks a sample of payments QOL checked and a sample of payments which
have not undergone QOL across the department, which will include some QOL checked cases from
Smart Centres.
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Efficiency and cost measures

3.30 Human Services is exploring a number of strategies to improve the
efficiency of its Smart Centres” Centrelink telephone services, including:

J new telephony technology under the Managed Telecommunications
Services contract;

. the employment of IIEs to assist, among other things, with
implementing the Skills Pyramid and the blending of processing and
telephony work in Smart Centres; and

J a potential partnership arrangement with Telstra for the delivery of less
complex, high volume telephone services.!®

Efficiency of telephony services

3.31 The department regularly monitors efficiency measures such as the
Average Handle Time of a telephone call and whether a customer’s issue is
resolved in the one telephone call (referred to as ‘First Call Resolution”).

Average Handle Time

3.32  Average Handle Time (AHT) measures the average time a SO engages
with a customer on the telephone (including any “hold” time) plus the average
time spent on after-call work such as entering data or completing forms. Table
3.7 presents comparative data for the department and data from a contact
centre benchmarking report based on self-reported results from 817 contact
centres across 79 countries.!®® The results for a subset of 76 contact centres
providing services for the education and government sectors, contained in the
benchmarking report, are also presented in Table 3.7 as these contact centres
are likely to be more comparable than the results for all industry sectors.

100 This proposal would involve Telstra supplying and managing call centre staff located in two of the
department’s Smart Centres, using the department’s ICT systems, training and technical support.

101 Dimension Data, Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report 2013—14.
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Table 3.7: Average Handle Time (minutes:seconds)

Year Human Services Global® Education & Government®
2011-12 7:52 na na

2012-13 7:58 7:27 8:22

2013-14 8:20 6:26 9:32

Source: Data provided by Human Services and Dimension Data Global Contact Centre Benchmarking
Report 2013-14.

Note:
a Data from the Contact Centre Benchmarking report is for calendar rather than financial years.

3.33 Table 3.7 indicates that the department’s AHT for Centrelink telephone
services falls between the average for global call centres and those operating in
the education and government sectors. However, while such comparisons can
provide useful context, it is difficult to draw accurate conclusions about the
relative performance of contact centres operating in different environments.
Differences in AHT can indicate differences in efficiency (reflecting differences
in, for example, the skill level of employees, the timely availability of technical
support and the efficiency and reliability of ICT systems), but they can also
reflect differences in the complexity of the calls (that is, simple calls generally
take less time than more complex calls).

3.34 The data presented in Table 3.7 also indicates that AHT in the
department has been increasing in recent years. Evidence collected from staff
in Smart Centres during the audit indicated that this is likely to be, at least in
part, due to: the increasing complexity of calls as customers with more simple
transactions are increasingly using self-service digital channels; and the
additional processing work that staff are completing while engaging with the
customer during the call—consistent with the Smart Centre concept of
blending telephony and processing to achieve more timely outcomes for
customers. Further analysis by the department would help establish the
underlying causes for the increase in AHT.

First Contact/Call Resolution

3.35  First Contact Resolution is a situation where an issue can be resolved
by the first SO taking the call; providing an efficient and effective service for
the customer which avoids the time and cost involved in transferring the call to
another SO. A key principle for the operation of Smart Centres is ‘first point of
contact resolution for work [is favoured] over handing work between different
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staff members.”1? If a call does need to be transferred, the goal becomes First
Call Resolution, that is, a situation where the customer’s issue is resolved by
the time the customer ends the call.

3.36 Human Services has no direct metric for First Contact Resolution.
However, it does collect data on (but does not generally include in
performance reports), the number of calls transferred to another SO. The
measurement of Transferred Calls, as a proxy indicator for First Contact
Resolution, gives some indication of the proportion of calls dealt with by the
original SO taking the call.

3.37 The department also uses a proxy measure for First Call Resolution
which is based on repeat callers within a seven day period. The logic is: if a
caller rings back within seven days, then it is likely that the reason for their
initial call was not fully resolved; conversely, if a caller does not ring back their
call purpose was satistied. However, this proxy measure has significant

limitations and does not necessarily indicate that an issue was not resolved.
For instance, on some telephone lines, such as the BasicsCard enquiries line,
customers may call several times per week to regularly update their
knowledge of the balance on their card after making purchases. Table 3.8
presents data on repeat callers and transferred calls.

Table 3.8: Proxy measures of First Call/ Contact Resolution
Repeat Callers® Transferred calls Transferred calls
(proxy for First Call (proxy for First
Resolution) (million) Contact Resolution)
(% of calls entering (% of answered
network) calls)
2011-12 36.0 na na
201213 30.2 2.4 11.9
201314 33.2 3.3 15.9
Source: ANAO analysis of data provided by Human Services.
Note:
a Measures the number of callers from the same telephone number who are repeat callers in a

seven day period as a percentage of all calls entering into the call network (excluding blocked
calls). Multiple calls from PABX services, Indigenous agents etc. are unable to be excluded and
are counted as repeat calls.

102 Department of Human Services documentation.
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3.38  Table 3.8 indicates that the department’s performance in resolving issues
during the first contact with customers deteriorated somewhat in 2013-14. The
percentage of calls dealt with by the first SO taking the call fell, with the rate of
transferred calls increasing from 11.9 to 15.9 per cent over the same period. By
way of context, ATO data for 2013-14 on the percentage of calls escalated or
transferred was 21 per cent for outsourced centres and 12 per cent for ATO
managed centres!®, indicating that Human Services” performance in relation to
the rate of transferred calls is broadly comparable.

3.39 The deterioration in First Contact resolution in the department in
2013-14 occurred notwithstanding the progress made with implementing the
Smart Centre concept during the year and some progress in implementing the
Skills Pyramid in the latter half of the year. Key goals of both these initiatives are
to reduce the need to transfer customers and reduce customer call back. That
said, it is still relatively early in the implementation phase of these initiatives,
and transitional issues such as the need to train staff may have affected the
results. For example, in the first half of 2013-14 IIEs transferred an average of
40 per cent of their answered calls as they did not have the skills and/or
delegation to deal with customer issues, many of which had multiple
dimensions. In the same period in 2014-15 the transfer rate by IIEs fell to
29 per cent as the experience of this employment cohort increased.

3.40 There would be benefit in the department monitoring the proxy
measures for First Call/Contact Resolution, including disaggregated data for
IIEs and ongoing employees, to assist in the assessment of the benefits
realisation of the Smart Centre concept and Skills Pyramid.

Cost of telephony services

341 The department monitors its overall expenditure on Centrelink
telephone services, which averaged some $324 million per year from 2010-11
to 2013-14. Table 3.9 shows total expenditure for this period.

3.42 The department advised the ANAO that it does not routinely use
metrics such as costs per call. However, Human Services undertook a one-off
exercise to construct a cost efficiency metric of ‘cost per minute’ in 2011-12.

103 ANAO Audit Report No.7 2014—15, Administration of the Australian Taxation Office’s Contact Centres,
p. 88. To ensure valid comparisons on transfer rates it is important that call complexity and the
structure of the contact centre is taken into account. The rate of transferred calls from the ATO’s
outsourced centres is higher as these centres deal with less complex queries and may need to
transfer calls more often where the caller rings with a range of issues.

ANAO Report No.37 201415
Management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone Services

72



Managing Quality and Efficiency

Table 3.9 presents data on total expenditure, ‘cost per call’ and ‘cost per
minute’ from 2010-11 to 2013-14.1%

Table 3.9: Cost measures for Centrelink telephone services

Total Number of Cost per Average Cost per
expenditure answered call’ Handle Time minute®

on Centrelink Centrelink
telephony® calls

($ million) (million)
2010-11 324.6 28.8
2011-12 286.1 22.3
2012-13 348.4 20.1
2013-14 337.9 20.8

($) (minute:secs)

8:20

Source: ANAO analysis based on departmental data.

Notes:

a The largest component of total expenditure on Centrelink telephony is the staffing costs.

b Cost per call is calculated as follows: total expenditure/number of answered calls.

c Cost per minute is calculated as follows: total expenditure/(number of calls x Average Handle Time

in minutes).

343 Table 3.9 indicates that costs per call and costs per minute rose
significantly in 2012-13 as the number of answered calls fell. In 2013-14, both
cost measures reduced. However, a large component of the calculation of cost
per call and costs per minute relates to the staffing costs of the SOs answering
telephones. Since the introduction of Smart Centres in 2012 a proportion of
SOs’” time is spent on processing work, complicating the comparison of cost
measures between years.

Conclusion

3.44 Sound quality controls can help provide assurance that Smart Centres
deliver consistently high quality Centrelink telephone services. The
department has two quality assurance frameworks in place to measure the
accuracy and quality of its Centrelink telephony services: QCL and QOL, both
of which are underpinned by ‘check the checkers” processes. While the
department has a well-established QCL framework for measuring and
monitoring the quality of SOs’ customer interactions, there are a number of
gaps in its implementation.

104 ‘Cost per minute’ and ‘cost per call’ are measured for answered calls. The ANAO used the same
methodology as the department in 2011-12 to calculate ‘cost per minute’.
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3.45 The QCL framework covers all staff answering telephones—ongoing,
non-ongoing and IIEs. However, IIEs—as a group of employees with a
generally higher risk of making errors given their relatively lower level of
experience —are not currently included as part of the QCL framework in Smart
Centres; although some are evaluated under ad-hoc arrangements. The non-
application of QCL to IIEs risks weakening the effectiveness of QCL as a
quality assurance mechanism and QCL should be applied to all relevant staff.

3.46 In addition, the requirement in the QCL framework that four calls per
experienced SO and eight calls per new SO are quality assured is not being
achieved. Participation rates in calibration exercises for QCL evaluators are
also relatively low. There would be benefit in the department reviewing the
reasons for these gaps in implementation.

3.47 The additional quality assurance mechanism of QOL is being
completed by Smart Centres and all employment types are evaluated. Smart
Centres have high QOL results and have generally met the target correctness
rate of 95 per cent.

3.48 A number of measures have been used at various times to help the
department assess the efficiency of Centrelink telephone services, including
Average Handle Time and First Call/Contact Resolution. In recent years, the
department’s Average Handle Time for Centrelink telephone services and First
Contact Resolution have been broadly within the range experienced by other
call centres. However, the department’s performance against both Average
Handle Time and a proxy measure of First Contact Resolution declined in
2013-14 relative to the previous year. While issues associated with the
implementation of Smart Centres appear to have contributed to these declines
in performance, continued analysis by the department of its performance
against these key efficiency measures would help confirm the factors behind
these trends. Analysis would also assist in evaluating delivery of the expected
benefits from Smart Centres, new technology capabilities, and structural
changes to the department’s telephony workforce.
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4. Performance Measurement,
Monitoring and Reporting

This chapter examines internal and external performance measurement, monitoring
and reporting for the department’s Smart Centres” Centrelink telephone services.

Introduction

4.1 Performance measurement, monitoring and reporting encourages
ongoing advancements in service delivery and effectiveness, by highlighting
improvement and innovation.!® External performance reporting informs the
Parliament and the public of a program’s performance, enhancing program
transparency and accountability.!%

4.2 To assess how Human Services measures, monitors and reports on
Smart Centres” Centrelink telephone services, the ANAO reviewed:

. the range of performance metrics used by the department and their
alignment with call centre industry standards and the Smart Centre
concept;

] internal systems for performance monitoring and reporting; and

. external performance monitoring and reporting in Human Services’

Portfolio Budget Statements and Annual Reports.

Performance metrics

4.3 Human Services uses a range of performance metrics for Smart Centres’
Centrelink telephone services. Table 4.1 sets out the department’s most
commonly reported metrics including targets where relevant.!”” Other metrics
used by the department are set out in Appendix 5. Table 4.1 also reports on the
consistency of these metrics with contact centre industry definitions.!

105 ANAO Audit Report No. 21 2013-14 Pilot Project to Audit Key Performance Indicators, p. 14.

106 ANAO Audit Report No. 21 2013-14 Pilot Project to Audit Key Performance Indicators, p. 14 and
p. 21.

107 The table excludes metrics for operational reports which are specific to a particular queue or payment
type. For example, the Abstudy report.

108 Based on a comparison with metrics defined in the Australian Teleservices Standards and the
Dimension Data Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report 2013—14.
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Table 4.1: Telephony performance metrics and targets
Performance @ Definition Measured As Target Consistent
Metric with

industry
definitions

Abandoned A call (after proceeding Total Number | N/A Yes
Calls through the IVR system)

that abandons after

entering a queue and prior

to reaching an agent.
Answered Number of calls answered | Total Number | N/A Yes
Calls by all SOs after passing

through the IVR system

and entering the queue.
Average Average time a SO Metric is Min: N/A Yes
Handle Time spends handling an Sec

individual call. This

includes speaking to the

customer, on hold, in _Performance

conference mode with 1S reported

another agent, and relative to

; other Smart
completing any after call :
work. Centres (in
quartiles)

Average Average time a caller Min: Sec < 16 minutes Yes
speed of spends in queue before
answer being answered by a SO.
Successful The number of calls which | Total Number | N/A Yes
Calls successfully access the

IVR system. This means

that a caller dialled a

Human Services business

line and was able to enter

the IVR system.
Unscheduled Absence where SO was % <134 Yes
Absence scheduled to be at work days/FTE

as per pre-release hours

(can include paid and

unpaid).
Utilisation Total time spent by a SO % =75% Yes

in customer related

activities as proportion of

the total paid time

excluding any leave.

Source: ANAO analysis of Human Services’ data.

4.4 Table 4.1

indicates that the department’s commonly reported

performance metrics are consistent with industry definitions. The department

has set internal targets for a number of these metrics.

ANAO Report No.37 201415
Management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone Services

76



Performance Measurement, Monitoring and Reporting

Consistency of traditional performance metrics with Smart Centre
concepts

4.5 ANAO analysis indicated that the current metrics used by the
department are largely traditional call centre metrics.!® Such metrics generally
have a quantitative, process-driven focus and, while useful, provide a limited
basis to assess customer outcomes and the success or otherwise of the Smart
Centre concept.

4.6 As discussed in Chapter 2, a key component of the Smart Centre
concept is to blend telephony and processing work and achieve better, more
timely outcomes for customers including improved First Call/Contact
Resolution.’® As outlined in Chapter 3, the department does not directly
measure First Call/Contact Resolution, although it can calculate some proxy
measures. There would be benefit in Human Services reviewing its metrics and
reporting on First Call Resolution outcomes given the importance of this
process in achieving improved customer outcomes and efficiencies for the
department.

4.7  Another key component of the Smart Centre operating model is to
assist in shifting customers to self-service channels, including digital channels
where possible and appropriate. The department’s draft Digital Strategy!!
states that Smart Centres should ‘ensure key performance indicators for
average call handling times reflect the requirement for staff to stream
customers to the digital channel and assist them with their transactions online
if required’. Some SOs interviewed by the ANAO commented that they were
still managed to a target for Average Handle Time that had not been reviewed,
even though they were performing more processing while the customer was
on the line. They were also taking time during the call to encourage and assist
customers utilise self-service. These staff were of the view that the target
should be reviewed so that it better reflected Smart Centre objectives.!'?

4.8 The Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system is an important
component of Centrelink telephone services, with all calls able to enter the

109 Examples of traditional call metrics include Average Handle Time and average speed of answer.

110  First Call Resolution occurs when the call is resolved by the first SO taking the call. First Contact
Resolution occurs when the call is resolved by the time the customer terminates the call even if the
call has had to be transferred to other SOs.

111 See paragraphs 2.43 in Chapter 2 for details on the department’s Digital Strategy.

112 In a recent change the department no longer sets targets for AHT at the Smart Centre level.
Performance is now reported relative to other Smart Centres (in quartiles).
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network directed through the IVR system. Around 40 per cent of calls entering
the network ended in the IVR system in 2013-14 (see Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2).
A global benchmarking report'® of call centres in 2013-14 commented that
despite IVR being the most longstanding and widely used self-service channel,
most call centres do not monitor and report on its performance. The report
states that maximising the benefits of IVR will only occur if the performance of
self-service IVR is carefully monitored and made the subject of ongoing
iterative improvements.* The department has limited data on the
performance of the IVR system other than the number of self-service
transactions, and there would be benefit in monitoring how many callers
receive the information they sought from the pre-recorded messages, as a basis
for assessing the IVR system’s performance.'

4.9 The department advised it has recently commenced a review of Smart
Centres” performance measurement and reporting. The review will consider
changes to reflect the objectives of Smart Centres and the implementation of
the Skills Pyramid. It is anticipated, for example, that separate data may be
available for the ‘general’, ‘assisted” and ‘intensive’ layers of the Skills
Pyramid. Over time, these new data sets would allow the department to
identify appropriate performance expectations for each layer.

Internal performance monitoring and reporting

410 A structured and regular system of performance monitoring and
reporting allows for the timely consideration of performance information,
positioning the department to respond and make appropriate adjustments to
service delivery arrangements.!1

Performance reporting arrangements

411 Within Human Services, the Service Delivery Performance and
Analysis Branch is responsible for the internal reporting of performance
outcomes for Smart Centre’s Centrelink telephone services. The branch
produces over 30 performance reports that include metrics for Smart Centre’s

113 Dimension Data Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report 2013—14, p. 128.
114 Dimension Data Global Contact Centre Benchmarking Report 2013—14, p. 128.

115 The department has reported IVR Data for the Child Dental Benefit Scheme (Medicare telephony) for
individual IVR options noting the Total Number of Calls Finalised in Self-Service, Transferred to an
Agent and Total Exits.

116 ANAO Better Practice Guide, Public Sector Governance, June 2014, p. 24.

ANAO Report No.37 201415
Management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone Services

78



Performance Measurement, Monitoring and Reporting

Centrelink telephony channel performance. Detailed performance reports have
been developed for relevant departmental governance committees. The
department also produces operational reports which are specific to a particular
queue or payment type; for instance, the Indigenous Agents Silver Service
Report. A number of reports are produced with individual site level results
available.

412 These reports generally provide a structured and regular system of
performance monitoring and reporting and are appropriately targeted to each
report’s audience.

Responses to performance reports

413 At the operational level, the performance of Smart Centre’s Centrelink
telephone services is overseen and managed by the Smart Centres Channel
Operations Branch. Smart Centre managers and leadership teams are
responsible for ensuring their centre’s performance against the metrics and
associated targets.

414 The ANAO's review indicated that Smart Centre managers responded
to the performance information in the performance reports, and had devised
strategies tailored to their own locations and staff to improve performance. For
example, local strategies were developed to help reduce unscheduled absences
and to manage variation between SOs in Average Handle Time.

415 Consistency between the Smart Centres is promoted through a
Performance Managers’ meeting, which meets every six weeks to share good
practice and discuss issues across the network.

External performance reporting

416 Ongoing performance monitoring and external reporting provide
visibility of public sector activities so that the Parliament and other
stakeholders can assess performance against planned outcomes.!”

417  Centrelink’s telephone services are a core part of Human Services’
business and are of ongoing interest to both Parliament and the community.
The effectiveness of Centrelink’s telephone services has been discussed in
Senate Estimates hearings with Senators regularly requesting data on the

117  ANAO Better Practice Guide, Public Sector Governance, June 2014, p. 33.
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performance of Centrelink’s telephone services. A community stakeholder
group interviewed by the ANAO also commented on the desirability of having
access to more performance information on telephone services.

Current Key Performance Indicators arrangements

418  Since 2012-13, Human Services has used an average speed of answer of
less than or equal to 16 minutes as its single KPI for external reporting
purposes for telephony services.!® In both 2012-13 and 2013-14, Human
Services has reported against this KPI using data averaged across all its
programs (Centrelink, Medicare and Child Support). In 2013-14, Human
Services reported achieving its KPI, with an average speed of answer across its
programs of 14 minutes and 26 seconds. However when the 2013-14 data is
disaggregated by program, the average speed of answer for Centrelink
telephone services was 16 minutes and 53 seconds. Human Services advised
the ANAO that from 2014-15 it will report Centrelink, Medicare and Child
Support telephony performance separately in its Annual Report."“Table 2.4
sets out the separate KPIs for average speed of answer for Centrelink,
Medicare and Child Support Program. This development will provide
improved transparency of the performance of Centrelink’s telephony services.

419 The ANAO developed criteria to evaluate the appropriateness of key
performance indicators used by entities to report to Parliament as part of a
pilot project conducted between 2011-12 and 2012-13.1° The criteria identify
that KPIs should be relevant, reliable and complete, and provide a balanced
examination of the overall program performance, both quantitatively and
qualitatively.

420 The KPI of an average speed of answer of less than or equal to 16
minutes is relevant as it addresses a significant aspect of telephone services
and is largely understandable to the Parliament and other stakeholders.?! The
KPI is also reliable, as it is can be quantified and the results can be used to
show trends over time. However, as a single measure of a service user’s

118 Human Services reported the length of time a customer waited for their call to be answered in its
2011-12 Annual Report, however, the KPI of 16 minutes was not introduced until 2012-13.

119 This reflects the program structure changes in 2013—-14 Portfolio Additional Budget Estimates.

120 ANAO Audit Report No. 28 2012-13, The Australian Government Performance Measurement and
Reporting Framework: Pilot Project to Audit Key Performance Indicators, Canberra, April 2013, p. 63.

121 While the KPI is largely understandable, Parliament and other stakeholders may not be aware, for
example, that calculations for the average speed of answer commence after IVR and a call enters the
queue to talk to a SO, rather than from when it enters the network.
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telephone experience, the KPI is far from complete, as it does not provide an
overall picture of Centrelink’s telephony performance. For instance the average
speed of answer KPI provides limited information on the variability in wait
times experienced by customers. As Tables 2.2 and 2.3 indicate, while the
average speed of answer in 2013-14 was 16 minutes and 53 seconds,
36 per cent of callers waited less than ten minutes, while 30 per cent of callers
waited more than 30 minutes for their call to be answered.?> Anecdotal reports
of customers waiting much longer than average wait times have also been
reported by the Commonwealth Ombudsman. As an alternative, some
organisations, such as the ATO, use the percentage of calls answered within a
specified time frame as a measure of performance.””® The ATO indicator
provides a clearer picture of the proportion of customers that experienced the
desired service delivery target and thus the service standard that most
customers can expect.

4.21 In addition, the average speed of answer only measures one aspect of
the program’s overall performance. As indicated in Figure 2.1, average speed
of answer relates only to calls that are answered by a SO—around 45 per cent
of calls able to enter the telephone network. To gain a more complete picture of
the performance of Smart Centres” Centrelink telephone services, it is desirable
for Parliament and other stakeholders to have information about the broader
customer experience. For instance, the ANAO estimated that in 2013-14
around 30 per cent of calls that entered the network were abandoned and
13.7 million calls were blocked.

4.22 A larger range of KPIs relating to Centrelink telephony services were
previously reported by the then separate Centrelink in its Annual Reports. In
200607, $115 million was allocated to Centrelink telephone services over two
years to provide additional capability to ensure a ‘reasonable” service level in
response to growing customer demand. A ‘reasonable level’ of service was
measured by Centrelink as achievement against the following KPIs:

. unmet demand'?* less than 9 per cent in peak demand periods;

J unmet demand less than 8 per cent in non-peak demand periods;

122 The wait times by time interval are the average for the top 10 telephone lines only.

123 The relevant ATO key performance indicator in 2013-14 was that 80 per cent of general telephone
enquiries made during the peak period of July to October, are answered within 5 minutes.

124  See footnote 51 for a detailed explanation of unmet demand.
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4.23

80 per cent of callers would be successful on their first attempt;

70 per cent of calls would be answered within 2 minutes and
30 seconds; and

less than 22 000 customer complaints concerning poor access to Call
Centres.!

Table 4.2 presents the then separate Centrelink’s target and actual

performance against the KPIs from 200607 to 2010-11.

125 Centrelink Annual Report 2006-07, p. 63.
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Table 4.2: Centrelink call key performance indicators targets and
actuals (2006—07 to 2010-11)

% of unmet % of callers % of calls Customer
demand?® successful on answered complaints
their first within  about access
attempt specified time
2006-07 | Target <9% in peak 80% | 70% of calls in 2 <22 000
<8% in non- minutes and 30
peak demand seconds
Actual 3.8% 86.4% 71.6% 9297
2007-08 | Target <9% in peak 70% 70% of calls in <28 000
<8% in non- 3 minutes
peak demand
Actual 3.6% 86.6% 75% 3634
2008-09 | Target <9% in peak 80% 70% of calls in <22 000
<8% in non- 2 minutes and
peak demand 30 seconds
Actual Achieved 9% 73.2% 57.9% 13 946
target for 3 of
7 periods

Achieved 8%
target for 3 of

6 periodsb
2009-10 | Target <8% 80% 70% of calls in <15 000
2 minutes and
30 seconds
Actual 4.8% 88.7% 77% 6429
2010-11 | Target <8% 80% 70% of calls in <15 000
2 minutes and
30 seconds
Actual 6.2% 90.5% 60.3% 8491
Source: ANAO analysis of Centrelink Annual Reports from 2006-07 to 2010-11.
Notes:
a Unmet demand measures the proportion of calls that had been unable to enter the network over a

consecutive seven day period (Monday to Sunday). For a more detailed explanation see
footnote 51.

b For 2008-09, the Key Performance Indicator for unmet demand had targets for 13 settlement
periods — 9 per cent in peak periods and 8 per cent in non- peak periods. Centrelink reported how
many targets were achieved for these periods.

4.24 While some of the performance targets in Table 4.2 changed over time,
the KPIs provided an indication of the level of service considered acceptable
for customers. Overall, the KPIs provided a more complete understanding of
the customers’ experience of Centrelink telephone services including by
providing a target for the proportion of customers answered within a specified
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timeframe and therefore a measure of the service standard that most customers
can generally expect.!?¢

4.25 The department has moved over time to a single target KPI which, as
discussed above, does not provide insight into the range of customer
telephony experiences. There would be merit in reviewing the KPIs for
Centrelink telephone services to clarify the service standards customers can
reasonably expect to receive when they ring a Centrelink telephone number,
having regard to other relevant benchmarks.

Recommendation No.3

4.26  To clarify the service standards that customers can expect and to better
reflect customer experience, the ANAO recommends that the Department of
Human Services review Key Performance Indicators for the Centrelink
telephony channel, in the context of the implementation of a coordinated
channel strategy.

Department of Human Services’ response:
4.27  The department agrees to the recommendation with qualifications.

4.28 The department believes that the current KPIs provide a sound and
comprehensive set of metrics for Centrelink telephony and it closely monitors service
levels including average speed-of-answer. The KPI for average speed-of-answer of
16 minutes was met in 2013-14. To reduce average speed-of-answer there would need
to be either an increase in resources or an increase in call blocking which would
prevent access into the department’s telephony systems. The department has estimated
that to reduce the KPI to an average speed-of-answer of 5 minutes, it would need an
additional 1000 staff at a cost of over $100 million, each and every year. The
department provides callers with information on call wait times and as much access to
telephone self-service transactions and information as possible, including how to access
digital services. By directing customers to self-service, resources are prioritised to calls
from customers that need more assistance. That said, a review of KPIs may need to be
considered in the context of longer term changes underway with the recently
announced Welfare Payments Infrastructure Transformation (WPIT) Programme.

126 Inits last three Annual Reports (2011-12 to 2013—14), Human Services reported access to telephone
services as the top Centrelink related complaint by volume; however this figure is not reported against
a KPI.
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Performance Measurement, Monitoring and Reporting

Conclusion

4.29 The department internally monitors the performance of Smart Centres
against a range of useful, albeit traditional call centre metrics. A number of
internal targets have also been established. While these metrics are an aid to
assessing performance information at an operational level, they provide a
more limited basis for assessing customer outcomes and the success or
otherwise of the Smart Centre concept. There would be value in examining
existing metrics and their fitness for purpose in the Smart Centre environment.
In particular, the department could usefully focus on:

e First Call/Contact resolution —as improving resolution rates is a key goal of
the Smart Centre concept;

e the IVR system—to assess its effectiveness in resolving calls without
having to speak to a SO; and

e the interpretation of Average Handle Time—which has changed following
the blending of telephony and processing work.

4.30 Human Services currently uses the average speed of answer of less than
or equal to 16 minutes as the single KPI for its public reporting on telephony
services. While, the ANAO considers this target KPI to be relevant and reliable,
it is not complete and merits review, having regard to other relevant
benchmarks. In particular, the KPI does not provide insight into the range of
customer telephony experiences, including the length of wait time that most
customers can expect to experience and the common customer experience of
receiving a busy signal, that is, call blocking or rates of call abandonment.

== 2=

Tan McPhee Canberra ACT
19 May 2015
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Appendix 1: Entity Response

Gen
30 APR 2015
D ys

Australian Government

Department of Human Services

Kathryn Campbell CSC
Secretary

Ref: EC15/90

Dr Tom [oannax” Té seftt
Group Executive Director
Performance Audit Services Group
Australian National Audit Office
GPO Box 707

CANBERRA ACT 2601

Dearwpw

Thank you for the opportunity to comment formally on the proposed “section 19 report
arising from the Australian National Audit Office’s (ANAO) performance audit of
Management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone Services, dated 1 April 2015.

The Department of Human Services (the department) agrees with ANAO recommendation
numbers 1 and 2 and agrees with qualifications to recommendation 3.

Attachment A to this letter details our overall response to the proposed report and to each of
the ANAO’s recommendations.

Attachment B outlines some further comments for the attention of the Auditor-General.
These are not intended for publication in the final report.

If you would like to discuss the department’s response, please do not hesitate to contact

Ms Jenny Teece. Ms Teece can be contacted by telephone on (02) 6141 7883 or by email at
jennifer.teece@humanservices.gov.au.

Yours sincerely

Kathryn Campbell

29 April 2015

PO Box 7788, Canberra Business Centre ACT 2610 » Telephone (02) 6223 4411 » Facsimile (02) 6223 4489
Internet www.humanservices gov.au
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Attachment A

Response to the section 19 report on the performance audit of
Management of Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone Services

Recommendation No.1

To help deliver improved service across all customer channels and a more coordinated approach to
the management of call wait times, the ANAO recommends that the Department of Human Services
establish a pathway and timetable for the implementation of a coordinated channel strategy.

DHS response:
The department agrees with the recommendation.

The department has a Service Delivery Operating Model (SDOM) that outlines the four levels of
services that it provides to its customers based on their individual needs (naturally connected, self-
managed, assisted and managed and intensive). A coordinated channel strategy is being decumented
to reflect the work that the department has put in place.

Recommendation No.2

To maintain the integrity of the Quality Call Listening (QCL) process and improve the level of
assurance on the quality and accuracy of Centrelink telephone services, the ANAO recommends that
the Department of Human Services applies the QCL framework to all staff answering telephone calls,
and reviews the potential impact of gaps in the implementation of QCL.

DHS response:
The department agrees with the recommendation.

The department has a number of quality measures both informal and formal to assure quality
outcomes. Al staff, including intermittent and irregular empioyees, are subject to a mix of both informal
and formal quality measures to ensure accuracy of outcomes. In addition, the department is
developing a new Quality Call Framework which will apply to all staff who have contact with customers
in the telephony environment.

Recommendation No.3

To clarify the service standards that customers can expect and to better reflect customer experience,
the ANAO recommends that the Department of Human Services review Key Performance Indicators
for the Centrelink telephony channel, in the context of the implementation of a coordinated channel
strategy.

DHS response:
The department agrees to the recommendation with qualifications.

The department believes that the current KPI's provide a sound and comprehensive set of metrics for
Centrelink telephony and it closely monitors service levels including average speed-of-answer. The KPI
for average speed-of-answer of 16 minutes was met in 2013-14. To reduce average speed-of-answer
there would need to be either an increase in resources or an increase in call blocking which would
prevent access into the department’s telephony systems. The department has estimated that to
reduce the KPI to an average speed-of-answer of 5 minutes, it would need an additional 1000 staff at a
cost of over $100 million, each and every year. The department provides callers with information on
call wait times and as much access to telephone self-service transactions and information as possible,
including how to access digital services. By directing customers to self-service, resources are
prioritised to calls from customers that need more assistance. That said, a review of KPls may need to
be considered in the context of longer term changes underway with the recently announced Welfare
Payments Infrastructure Transformation (WPIT) Programme.
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Management Comments

The Department of Human ‘Services agrees with ANAO recommendations 1 and 2 and agrees with
qualifications to recommendation 3. The report helps to highlight the challenges and opportunities
arising from the major transformation underway in the department.

The department currently meets its agreement with Government through its Key Performance Indicator
(KPI) for telephony, which is answering calls within an average speed-of-answer of 16 minutes. This
KPI was met in 2013-14 and is on track to be met in 2014-15. The KPlIs that the department has
across ali its services and channels are dictated by the funding available for the department to meet its
obligations. The department has estimated that to reduce the KPI to an average speed of answer of 5
minutes, the department would need to increase telephony staffing by 33%. This means that the
department would need an additional 1000 staff at a cost of over $100 million each and every year.

The department’s service transformation began with its integration in 2011 with Medicare, Child
Support and Centrelink. The transformation of the department’s services over the past three years has
been profound. In accordance with the Government's agenda on digital services, the department has
also significantly expanded its service offering with the creation and expansion of online and app
services. Since August 2012, a number of apps and enhanced online services have been released and
customer preference for this channel has led to exponential growth. In 2013-14, there were 59.7 million
online account transactions and 36.1 million transactions were conducted via the Express Plus mobile
app.

Customers now have a greater range of ways to do their business with the department. For some
customers, the predominant method of contact with the department is now online. This trend will
increase as the department builds more online capability and the Welfare Payments Infrastructure
Transformation (WPIT) programme will shape the future of delivery for the department for the next
decade.

The government announced the next stage of its transformation on 10 April 2015. Through the WPIT
project the decades-old welfare payment IT system will be replaced with a modern platform. Over
time, building on the changes since 2011, WPIT will bring fundamental changes in the way the
department delivers services. As the new system and the department’s business practices are
modernised the demand on telephony services will ease, delivering long term solutions to the
challenges raised in the ANAO report.

As the section 19 report notes, this will take several years. In the meantime, the department is
implementing a strategy to improve coordination of the way services are provided through its three
main delivery channels: face-to-face services, telephony services (delivered through Smart Centres)
and digital services (delivered through the internet and by smartphone apps). This is the first and most
important of the report's recommendations; it will help reduce demand on telephony services and will
lay the groundwork for further modernisation under the WPIT project.

This work will be supported by efforts to monitor and improve quality and accuracy of telephony
services by extending the Quality Call Listening (QCL) process to all staff answering calls — the
ANAO’s second recommendation.

The department agrees with qualifications, for a review of KPIs for Centrelink telephony. The current
KPIs provide a sound and comprehensive set of metrics for Centrelink telephony. That said, a review
may be worthwhile in the context of the longer term changes underway with the Welfare Payments
Infrastructure Transformation (WPIT) programme. Such a review would need to take into account the
department's multi-channel integrated service delivery network as more transaction activity is
undertaken by customers and the traditional channels, such as telephony, becomes just one part of an
integrated suite of delivery capability where the customer is more in charge of their business.

In 2011 the department fundamentally changed the operating model for Centrelink telephony to better
serve its customers. Previously the department and the former Centrelink blocked callers to ensure
that the required service level was met. This severely limited the number of callers who could access
telephony services and vulnerable customers were not able to access services. Those customers who
could access services received a quick answer to their call but the department severely limited the
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number of customers who could access services. This also meant that customers could not access
telephony self-service and other information.

The department received extensive feedback on the restricted service and sought out industry experts
to investigate its telephony model and provide advice on the most appropriate model. These experts
advised that best practice was to restrict call blocking as much as possible, provide callers with
information on wait times and to provide as much access as possible to telephony self service
transactions and information, By directing customers to self-service, resources are prioritised to calls
from customers that need more assistance. In addition, for customers the department generally offers
a call back service that holds their place in queue. This service has been very popular.

The advice provided by industry experts was supported by analysis into customer preferences.
Overwhelmingly customers preferred to be able to make a choice about waiting for services. That is,
customers wanted to be able to access services and be able to make a decision based on their
personal circumstances as to whether they would wait.

More callers are accessing the department's telephony services and customers are able to hear an
estimated wait time for the query and make a conscious and informed choice. This change has had a
significant impact on performance and metrics such as the average speed of answer.

However, given that customers prefer to wait on the line for their call to be answered, this change does
not represent a degradation of service delivery standards. The report notes that there has not been a
reduction in demand for telephony services as a result of the digital channel. One reason for this is that
the shift to digital has revealed previously unmet demand for the department's services. Generally

-simple transactions are enacted in the digital channel, so queries in the telephony channel are

becoming more complex and are taking longer to resolve. Although expansion of digital service
channels has reduced one stream of demand for telephony services, this has been offset by the
emergence of demand from other sources that was previously suppressed by call blocking. In future,
as the digital service offering matures telephony demand is expected to decrease.
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Appendix 2: Department of Human Services’ Response
to Ombudsman’s Recommendations on
Centrelink Telephone Services

Recommendation 1: telephone service

Provide more affordable and equitable telephone access for customers.

(a) Investigate the possibility of extending ‘place in queue’ to all callers on all
enquiry lines.

DHS’ response to recommendation 1(a):

The department supports this recommendation.

In considering extending ‘Place in Queue’ (PiQ) to all enquiry lines there are
practical considerations that must be assessed which may affect the
department extending it more broadly.

PiQ currently operates within a set of criteria. Specifically, when the wait time
in the queue is estimated to be at least five minutes, and:

* the call is between 8:00am to 3:00pm local time;

* the caller is registered for telephone self-service;

* the caller has entered their Customer Access Number and PIN (or
authenticated through voice authentication) when prompted by the recording at
the beginning of the call.

Changes have been recently made on the main lines of business which allow
callbacks to be offered to customers who enter their Customer Reference
Number only.

If numbers of callers registering for PiQ increase substantially, then the PiQ
service offer would need to be reviewed and the times that PiQ is offered
wound back, to ensure that all calls are answered. Also, callers who do not
elect to use PiQ, or who are unable to use PiQ due to privacy reasons (such as
nominees), may potentially be disadvantaged and would continue to wait
longer as PiQ calls take a priority over standard calls, even if they arrive at
exactly the same time.

(b) Review the automated triage arrangements for incoming calls to identify
and provide priority assistance to vulnerable callers and customers with urgent
enquiries.

DHS’ response to recommendation 1(b):

The department supports this recommendation.

The department already provides a triage functionality. The department
operates an extensive routing system that prioritises calls based on the
‘utterance’ from the caller. For example, someone calling about bereavement
receives priority over someone calling about income and assets.
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(c) In consultation with the Department of Social Services and other
stakeholders, develop performance standards for speed to answer calls on
each of Centrelink customer enquiry lines.

DHS’ response to recommendation 1(c):

The department partially supports this recommendation.

The department reviews its key performance indicators every year in the
context of the development of the Portfolio Budget Statements. Indicators of
telephony performance will be considered in that context. The department does
not support establishing separate performance standards for each enquiry line
as this would potentially lead to rigidity and impede the department’s ability to
undertake real time management.

(d) Publicise and regularly report Centrelink’s performance against the
performance standards developed under recommendation 1(c).

DHS’ response to recommendation 1(d):

The department partially supports this recommendation.

The department will regularly report on performance to the Ombudsman’s
Office. The department does not support publicising performance more broadly
because of the risk of customers ‘queue surfing’ resulting in adverse outcomes
for customers.
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Appendix 3: Methodology for Calculating Time Lost
Due to Abandoned Calls

Estimating cumulative time lost in person-years

1. To calculate the cumulative time customers have spent calling
Centrelink prior to abandoning their calls, Average Time to Abandon was
used. This metric provides the average time customers spent waiting for their
calls to be answered in a queue (after going through the IVR system) before
choosing to hang up on the call.

2. The calculation for the time spent in person-years prior to abandoning a
call: (([Average Time to Abandon (minutes)] x [Number of abandoned
calls]/60)/24)/365.

3. The calculations exclude calls abandoned in the IVR system as
insufficient data is available.

Table A.1:  Time in person-years calling Centrelink Smart Centres prior
to abandoning their calls in 2013-14

Minutes: Total Total Total Total Total
Seconds number of person person person person
per call minutes
Average 9:42 7 767 201 75 341 850 1255 697 52 321 143
Time to
Abandon

Source: ANAO analysis of data provided by Human Services.
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Appendix 4:

Initiatives Progressed Under the Call

Improvement Taskforce

Table A.2:

Initiative

Stream 1 — Reduce the need for customers to call

Initiatives progressed under the CIT

Brief description

Increase First Contact
Resolution

Act on further opportunities to consolidate customer business into
fewer call interactions and reduce hand-offs.

Integrated messaging
strategy

Integrated and consistent messaging across external and internal
communication strategies.

Use of SMS in granting
process

Increased use of SMS to reduce customer enquiries about
progress or outcome of claim.

Improve authentication
process for self-service

Expand email campaign

Shorten the telephone registration process for self-service and
authentication.

Build on recent families’ self-service email campaign to
encourage additional self-service take-up.

Improve registration for
self-service

Adopt a targeted approach to registration, which considers
importance of registration at point of new claim, consistency of
registration across channels.

Targeted improvements
to website

Focus on responses to FAQs; reinforce a channel hierarchy on
key customer pages on on-line, on-call and on-site;
Redevelopment of the ‘contact us’ page to promote self-service.

Direct particular
customers to self-service
for certain transaction
types

Set clear expectations of self-service for those able to use self-
service and completing particular transactions, for example,
updating personal information.

Support implementation
of mobile devices
platform

Campaign to support take-up of mobile device applications as
they become available.

Develop ‘how-to’ videos

Develop a suite of instructional ‘how-to’ videos for use of online
services, focussing on the key online services customers are
finding difficult.

Better use of social
media

Proactively address customer concerns by linking intelligence
from call recording to social media messaging.
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Initiative

Appendix 4

Brief description

Increase the number of
employers recognised
within IVR

Reduce the amount of drop throughs from employment income
reporting by increasing the number of employers recognised
within IVR.

Improve front-end IVR
messaging

Shorten front-end IVR messaging and strengthen messaging
around entering Customer Record Number and authenticating.

Enhance use of Single
Portfolio Telephone
number (SPTN)

Enhance use of SPTN to include increased messaging about
self-service and allow concierge staff to register customers for
self-service.

Better use of place-in-
queue technology

Increase customer
contact time

Explore the potential for the better use of place-in-queue
technology, including extension beyond mobiles and to additional
telephone lines.

Increase the percentage of time staff are handling calls, including
reducing unscheduled absences.

Improve call handling

Improve call handling by reducing outliers, non-productive after
call work and compare practices across high and lower
performing centres.

Identify and reduce long
calls

Reduce long calls by reducing outliers, non-productive after call
work and compare practices across high and lower performing
centres.

Improve adherence to
rostered call schedule

Compare practices across high and lower performing centres.

Reduce unnecessary
after call work

Review business processes and compare practices across high
and lower performing centres.

Reduce SO on hold-time

Adjust Technical Support Officer arrangements to optimise
benefits for call performance.

Quicker Urgent Payment
approval

Extend non-ongoing staff

Refine Urgent Payment Approval process.

Review arrangements for non-ongoing staff and extend as
required throughout the financial year.

Redeploy staff Temporarily redeploy staff from Access, Business Intelligence
and National Support Office to reduce short term wait times.
Source: ANAO analysis based on Human Services’ documentation.
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Appendix 5: Summary of the Key Performance Metrics
for Smart Centres’ Centrelink Telephone

Services

Table A.3:  Other performance metrics for Smart Centre’s Centrelink

telephone services used for internal reporting

Performance

Metric

Definition

Measured
as

Accuracy of Percentage of correct auto selected % > 98%
Processing activities that are checked.
Adherence Number of customer service hours a % = 90%

SO was scheduled to provide in

comparison to the number of customer

service hours achieved. Adherence is

an overall measure of the time spent in

customer service, with consideration to

when the customer service time was

provided.
Average Time to | Average time a caller has waited before | Min: Sec N/A
Abandon terminating the call.
Customer The metric for Customer Relations Unit | % <0.6
Relations Unit- for resolved Staff Attitude complaints is
Staff Attitude calculated by utilising the number of
Complaints calls (with 1=10,000 calls) to give a

result. The mean was then calculated

using all centre and unattributed

results.
Customer Customer Relations Unit Timelines % = 90%
Relations Unit- metric is calculated by resolving 90% of
Timeliness complaints within three working days

for Centrelink (Tier 2 complaints).
Customer Top Two Box result for question, 'How % = 85%
Satisfaction would you rate the overall level of

service..." in survey.
Customer Information is collected on total Total NA
Complaints complaints numbers and also broken Number and

down into top three complaint %

categories and category reasons.
Employee Adopt the portfolio approach to % 2 69%
Engagement measure Employee Overall Satisfaction
Employee Adopt the portfolio approach to % = 65%
Overall measure Employee Overall Satisfaction
Satisfaction
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Performance
Metric

Definition

Measured
as

Appendix 5

Target

First Contact Number of successful callers from the % <25%
Resolution- same telephone number who are
Repeat Callers repeat callers in a 7 day period. This
metric is at the National level but
tracked across various contact types
(includes abandoned calls).
ICT Systems Measured in terms of availability and Availability: | Availability:
Performance reliability across Customer Service % 97%
Centres, Smart Centres, Customer Reliability: <6
Online Services and Self Service S days
Telephone. Reliability: (for Smart
Nabili Total Centres)
Availability refers to the number of Number
hours the ICT system is available for
during service hours. Reliability refers
to how many unscheduled outages
occurred in a defined period.
Maximum Wait Maximum amount of time a caller has Min: Sec N/A
waited before the call is answered.
Percentage of Percentage of abandoned calls from % N/A
Abandoned Calls | the total number of Answered and
Abandoned Calls.
Percentage of Percentage of answered calls which % N/A
calls waiting over | have an Average speed of answer over
30 minutes 30 minutes.
Processing/ The average number of calendar days Total Ranges
Activity it takes to process a claim. Number between 14—49
Management days
depending on
claim type.
Quality On Line Percentage of correct auto selected % > 95%
activities that are checked (QOL Stat).
Self Service Based on self-service registrations and | % > 70%
usage within a 20 day period.
Source: ANAO analysis of Human Services' data.”’

127 The table excludes metrics for operational reports which are specific to a particular queue or payment
type. For example, the Abstudy report or Employees as Customer line.
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Index
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Department of Immigration and Border Protection
Department of Social Services

ANAO Report No.29 2014-15

Funding and Management of the Nimmie-Caira System Enhanced Environmental
Water Delivery Project

Department of the Environment

ANAO Report No.30 2014-15
Materiel Sustainment Agreements
Department of Defence
Defence Materiel Organisation

ANAO Report No.31 2014-15
Administration of the Australian Apprenticeships Incentives Program
Department of Education and Training

ANAO Report No.32 2014-15
Administration of the Fair Entitlements Guarantee
Department of Employment

ANAO Report No.33 2014-15

Organ and Tissue Donation: Community Awareness, Professional Education and
Family Support

Australian Organ and Tissue Donation and Transplantation Authority

ANAO Report No.34 2014-15

Administration of the Natural Disaster Relief and Recovery Arrangements by
Emergency Management Australia

Attorney-General’s Department

ANAO Report No.35 2014-15
Delivery of the Petrol Sniffing Strategy in Remote Indigenous Communities
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet
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ANAO Report No.36 2014-15
Administration of the Assistance for Isolated Children Scheme
Department of Human Services

ANAO Report No.37 2014-15
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Department of Human Services
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Better Practice Guides

The following Better Practice Guides are available on the ANAO website:

Public Sector Financial Statements: High-quality reporting through
good governance and processes

Public Sector Audit Committees: Independent assurance and advice for
Accountable Authorities

Successful Implementation of Policy Initiatives

Public Sector Governance: Strengthening performance through good
governance

Administering Regulation: Achieving the right balance
Implementing Better Practice Grants Administration

Human Resource Management Information Systems: Risks and
Controls

Public Sector Internal Audit: An Investment in Assurance and Business
Improvement

Public Sector Environmental Management: Reducing the Environmental
Impacts of Public Sector Operations

Developing and Managing Contracts: Getting the Right Outcome,
Achieving Value for Money

Fraud Control in Australian Government Entities

Strategic and Operational Management of Assets by Public Sector
Entities: Delivering Agreed Outcomes through an Efficient and
Optimal Asset Base

Planning and Approving Projects — an Executive Perspective: Setting the
Foundation for Results

Innovation in the Public Sector: Enabling Better Performance, Driving
New Directions

SAP ECC 6.0: Security and Control

Business Continuity Management: Building Resilience in Public Sector
Entities

Developing and Managing Internal Budgets

Mar. 2015

Mar. 2015

Oct. 2014
June 2014

June 2014
Dec. 2013
June 2013

Sept. 2012

Apr. 2012

Feb. 2012

Mar. 2011

Sept. 2010

June 2010

Dec. 2009

June 2009
June 2009

June 2008
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