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1. Introduction

Leading contact centre consultancy Mpathy Plus in partnership with HouseMark carries out an
annual survey of social housing providers contact centres. The survey report examines the
following areas:

contact centre management and allied business processes
whether appropriate use is being made of the available technology
contact centre staffing, resource allocation and investment

the extent to which customer requirements are being met

value for money.

E R ]

This is a summary of the sixth annual survey report, covering the financial year 2010/11. The full
report incorporating the results from all contact centres taking part has been made available to
each survey participant. If you are interested in purchasing a copy of the full report, please contact
benchmarking@housemark.co.uk or telephone 024 7647 2707.

The full report is designed to help organisations identify areas for improvement in their own contact
centres, as well as providing an understanding of how contact centres operate across the wider
social housing sector. The full report also draws on evidence from other sectors.

i Background

The use of contact centres by social housing providers continues to grow, with new centres still
being developed. There has again been a healthy participation in this survey, demonstrating the
continued interest within the sector.

Major changes are also taking place. In particular, the difficult economic situation is increasing the
financial pressures on social housing organisations, which are therefore requiring contact centres
to deliver more with the same resources or less.

In some areas, driven in part by the desire to achieve cost reductions, local authorities have sought
to take back the management of social housing from ALMOs. The development of shared services
has also continued, although this has not been as prominent in social housing contact centres as
might have been expected.

Meanwhile, the loss of major players in property repairs and maintenance has caused disruption to
many organisations. Some have had to take drastic recovery measures, while others have needed
to make plans for how they would manage in similar circumstances.

At the same time, customer 6s ese& plaanly aré¢ Somahhsusiagr e ¢ o n
organisations seeking more for less but so too are customers.

Use of mobile technology is increasing dramatically. This and other new technologies will make a
huge difference to how landlords and their customers communicate in the future.

The full survey report examines these and many other issues, while maintaining its consistent

approach to providing year-on-year analysis of customer service and contact centres in social
housing.
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ii. Effectiveness and efficiency of contact centres

Contact centres are designed to provide an efficient and effective customer service. Efficiency is of
particular interest in the current economic climate. The full report uses survey data to measure
performance in areas such as the utilisation of staff time and cost per hour. However, while such
figures are clearly central to any assessment of the effectiveness and efficiency of contact centres,
they should not be taken in isolation. Value involves more than cost alone and we would urge a
broader perspective in considering these issues.

Value is also perceived in different ways by different customers. Social housing organisations

should develop services based on their customers?o
meet their specific needs rather than merely adopting targets used by other organisations. Too

often customers are not given a choice about the services they receive.

The full report shows that there is room for improvement in many organisations. This needs to be

considered as part of a value for money proposition t
Including customers in the design of services can help to deliver those services more effectively

and efficiently.

Participation in this survey helps to demonstrate that questions of effectiveness and efficiency are
being asked by social housing organisations. Whether or not improvements are delivered will
depend upon those organisationsd objectives and h

iii.  The HouseMark and Mpathy Plus partnership

Mpathy Plus is a customer service and contact centre expert. Its work includes undertaking
operational audits, helping to defi nealiusinesst omer e
project and programme management and the building of new contact centres, as well as improving

and implementing major changes in existing facilities.

During the past few years, HouseMark has developed a series of service-based benchmarking

products that complement its core cost and resource benchmarking service. Service-based

systems focus on a particular aspect of a soci al
performance. The outputs from these systems can assist a variety of users, from operational

managers through to director level.

HouseMark and Mpathy Plus have formed a partnership and have jointly run the five most recent
contact centre surveys.

iv. Types of contact centre included in the survey
The full report presents analysis and results for the three different types of contact centre:

1 Customer service contact centres, which only deal with customer service issues and
not repairs and maintenance

1 Repair and maintenance contact centres

1 Multi-function contact centres covering a full range of customer service and repair
and maintenance functions.
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Where there are meaningful differences, the full report also presents analysis and results broken
down in the following ways:

1 By contact centre location i North/Scotland, Midlands, South, Wales/Northern
Ireland (Because of the very small numbers of participants from Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland we have had to amalgamate these regions for analysis purposes.)

1 By organisation size i managing fewer than 7,500 housing units, managing 7,500-15,000
housing units, managing more than 15,000 housing units

1 By organisation type 1 ALMO, local authority, LSVT housing association, traditional housing
association.

2. Profile of participating organisations

A total of 67 questionnaires were completed in 2011, by 64 organisations. They provide a broad
representation of different sizes and types of organisation, which between them manage more than
1.1 million homes.

The profile of participating organisations in 2011 is similar to that of 2009, whilst compared to 2010
there are some variations. In 2011, there is a stronger representation of Southern-based
organisations, multi-functional centres and LSVT housing associations, while ALMOs and
Northern/Scottish based organisations are less well represented than in 2010.

Table 1 Characteristics of our 2011 sample

2010

Sample size (101)
%

Organisation type ~ ALMO 10 24 18
LSVT housing 40 31 37
associations
Local authority 6 9 10
Traditional housing 43 38 36
associations

Housing stock Less than 7,500 30 31 26
7,50071 15,000 36 33 38
More than 15,000 34 36 35

Geography North/Scotland 24 39 33
Midlands 22 16 19
South 49 41 43
Wales/N Ireland 4 3 4

Contact centre Multi-purpose 72 64 72

type
Customer service 10 12 13
Repairs and 18 23 14

maintenance
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Participating social landlords in the 2011 survey hold 1.1 million housing units. This continues to be
broadly representative of the total social housing stock in the UK.

The breakdown of the total stock numbers and the average stock in management across the three
contact centre types and organisation types is shown in table two below. It highlights that, within
our sample, repairs and maintenance centres were managing on average around double the
housing stock of either customer service or multi-functional centres. The range is even more
extreme when considering the average stock in management across organisation types, and whilst
we must be mindful that the number of participating local authorities is low (ie the sample we are
looking at it is very small), their average stock in management is very high.

Table 2 Housing stock 2011

Total number of Average number

housing units of housing units
Sample size (67) (67)
Total 1,114,220 16,630
Organisation type ALMO 104,152 14,879
LSVT housing 286,076 10,595
associations
Local authority 190,403 47,601
Traditional housing 533,589 18,400
associations
Contact centre type  Multi-purpose 678,168 14,129
Customer service 94,667 13,524
Repairs and maintenance 341,385 28,449

3. Summary of key findings

The 2011 survey shows an improving trend with an increasing customer focus. Careful analysis of
two findings in particular suggests that a more robust approach to delivering a quality service is
starting to make a difference.

First, the average handling time (AHT) for calls has again increased (from 253 seconds in 2010 to
275in 2011). Taken in isolation, this might seem to be a negative development but if it is a result of
contact centres taking more care over how they handle initial calls it is actually a positive change.

This seems to be the case, since the survey shows an increase in the number of organisations
measuring the resolution of an enquiry at the first point of contact. This suggests that the quality of
service provided to callers is becoming more important to social housing organisations, although it
should also be noted that the number of calls that require a transfer for resolution has increased.

The second major finding suggesting an improvement in service quality is the reduction in the
number of calls per property per year. In general, if callers are satisfied with the service they are
receiving they will call less often.

There has been pressure in the sector to answer calls more quickly T and here the results have
been mixed. Although the 2011 survey found that a little over half (51%) of all calls are now
answered within 10 seconds, performance has deteriorated beyond that point. Indeed, the
proportion of calls being answered within 60 seconds has fallen from 92% in 2009 to 79% in 2011.

The survey shows that the speed of answering calls and the subsequent quality of service are the
most common key performance indicators (KPIs) adopted by social housing organisations for their
contact centres. Since KPIs drive contact centre behaviour, the importance of these being closely
aligned to an organisationbdbs key objectives shoul
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Service quality measures are certainly becoming more commonplace. More than three quarters of
social housing organisations now use call recording to provide feedback to staff on a monthly
basis. We have seen this grow year on year since our first survey and each advisor now receives
feedback on an average of seven calls per month.

Overall, calls about repairs still make up the biggest category dealt with by social housing contact
centres. The 2011 survey found that, in contrast to calls on other matters, the average number of
calls per repair has increased from 1.7 to 2.

There are a number of possible reasons for this, positive as well as negative. Among them is the
fact that almost half of the survey participants now use text messaging to communicate with
customers. This is most commonly used to confirm and send reminders about appointments,
hence reducing the number of abortive repair visits due to customers not being at home. If this
application of technology is working as intended, it will generate more calls as customers react to
the texts and call to rearrange appointments.

This is a good example of how a performance metric may appear to show a negative trend but in
reality is evidence of an effective business process. An insight to the social housing sector and an
understanding of its customer interaction is essential in being able to analyse such indicators.

In terms of other changes in call volumes, the survey identifies a continuing increase in both the
number of contact centres making outbound calls and the number of those calls. There is
evidence, however, that the growth in calls seeking feedback on customer satisfaction, identified in
previous surveys, has been reversed.

Is this because social housing organisations are not as interested in customer feedback as they
were or are they collecting data in other ways? The 2011 survey shows that 82% of participants
are measuring customer satisfaction, with telephone surveys and mystery shopping being the most
common methods. It is possible that these surveys are being undertaken outside the contact
centre or by using a different, more efficient method.* Again this could be an example of a new
technology application complicating the crude statistics.

In the 2010 report, we predicted that the economic environment would result in organisations
changing the way they liaise with customers. This has indeed occurred, with the most significant
increase in outbound calls being in relation to rent arrears. We expect this increase to continue
despite the potential for the use of text messaging to customers in arrears. A telephone call is more
persuasive than a text and less likely to be ignored.

This yearod6s survey shows a further slight increas
tool but the increase is not significant. This is surprising since email is a cost-effective medium

available to customers on a 24-hour basis. Banks and utility companies now make widespread use

of email and the web to provide statements and for other purposes. We have been expecting the

social housing sector to follow suit for some time but it has not yet happened.

Amongthenew subjects considered in this yearoés survey
used for customer communications. Social media are a major growth area. They are now used by

almost half of survey participants, with Twitter and Facebook the most popular. There is no clear

indication or measure, however, of how they might be used for maximum benefit. We expect to see

more work taking place in developing social media strategies.

! Mpathy Plus has a product that automates outbound customer satisfaction surveys, delivering a higher
response rate in a shorter timescale than other methods.
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More traditional telephone technologies are still being deployed and the use of voicemail continues
to increase at a slow but steady rate. Many organisations now offer customers the opportunity to
leave a message rather than wait in a queue to have their calls answered. It is essential that this is
well managed to ensure that messages are responded to effectively and that calls about
emergencies are not left on voicemail. Only half of participants provided a voicemail facility outside
office hours.

There has been an increase in the number of organisations outsourcing their out-of-hours service.
This represents 5% of incoming call volume i quite a significant amount.

The 2011 survey shows there has been only a very small increase in salaries over the past year.
Other terms and benefits of employment have shown slight improvements overall. The proportion
of staff being included in bonus schemes continues to increase, although the bonuses themselves
remain broadly constant.

Staff retention continues to compare extremely well against contact centres in the private sector,
although there was a surprising increase, given the economic climate, in external attrition (ie staff
leaving for another employer). This rose from 7% in 2010 to 10% in 2011.

Two areas relating to staff employment have produced consistently disappointing results since the
survey first ran. These are the time it takes to recruit staff and the amount of training provided.

There were signs of significant improvement during 2011 in ongoing training for staff in post,
particularly at levels one and two (an average of 12 and 11 days respectively in 2011 compared
with eight in each case in 2010). The number of days spent training newly-promoted team leaders
also showed a significant increase in 2011. Induction training of new employees was broadly
unchanged.

Although showing a small improvement, the average time to recruit a staff member in the 2011
survey was 41 working days, or just over eight weeks. Such a time lag must be a serious drag on
the effective operation of any contact centre. It is surprising that it has not been significantly
reduced, particularly given the widespread application of technology to facilitate speedy
communication with customers identified elsewhere in this report.

3.1 The way forward

The difficult economic climate over the reporting period has caused a number of contact centres to
look at ways of reducing costs. This is often achieved by reducing staff or opening hours i and
thus reducing service. We regard the real issue as being the need to improve efficiency and obtain
better value, and we believe that organisations should focus on these themes rather than simply on
cost cutting. For instance, investment in training will often result in reduced call durations and
increased resolution of calls at first contact, producing a more efficient, better-quality service with
increased customer satisfaction.

Customersodé expectations will continue to develop
there needs to be greater customer involvement in the design of services. Giving customers the

opportunity to state how they prefer to be served is an opportunity to demonstrate that customers

are important at the same time as obtaining a unique insight into how to improve services.

Finally, while it cannot be a panacea, greatly increased use of email and the web as alternative
channels of contact will go a long way towards improving efficiency and effectiveness together with
customer satisfaction. Customers will require a degree of continual encouragement to use these
channels but delivering excellent service as a result of email and web contacts will help to
stimulate their increased use.
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3.2 Copyright
No sharing, swapping, gifting, photocopying or other dissemination of this report must

occur without prior written permission from HouseMark and Mpathy Plus. All content is
strictly © Mpathy Plus 2011, © HouseMark 2011.
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Further information

For further information visit our website
www.housemark.co.uk or call 024 7646 0500.

HouseMark, 4 Riley Court, Millburn Hill Road,
University of Warwick Science Park, Coventry CV4 7HP.

About HouseMark

HouseMark is the leading provider of performance improvement and value for money
solutions to the social housing sector and is jointly owned by the Chartered Institute of
Housing and the National Housing Federation; two not-for-profit organisations which
reinvest their surpluses in the social housing sector.



