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SERVICES

With Robin Hambleton

Private sector companies are way
behind the hest public service
providers when it comes o preeting
and assisting people with their
enquiries. Let's consider telephone
access, A top quality service provider
would offer one short, three digit
number for all callers and put them
straipht through to a knowledgesble
person who will help them immedi-
atelywith their enquiry.

No private sechor company comes
close to the service responsivencss
of a ggg call made in the UE. Forget
about punching in long numbers,
forget about automated voices say-
ing “Wow you have three choices
Piease select from the following
options’, and forget about ‘Al lines
o our cuskommer advisers are busy,
please hold.'

Some will zay. ‘Fair enough. The
private sector is way off the pace
when compared to 999 but this 18
our national emergency service A
local council can't possibly deliver
this quality’. Wrong answer,

I the USA the national emergency
number is 911 (covering ambulance,
fire and police, as does gog in the
UE). The City of Chicago has won a
natiomal prize lor public service qual-
ity by introducing a 311 number that
operates alongside the respected iz
SINATZencY service,

Whatis 3117

I you live in Chicago all vou do is dial
311 b request any non-emergency clty
service or 0 get any information you
need from the City. Dial any time
night or day. You will speak straight
avay to semecne who can help you
That's it.

Behind this breathtaking simplicity
is a prive winning combination of
welldtrained people and up o date
technology. First, there i a superb
team of Gy operators whe have under-
gone extensive traning to ensure that
every caller gels a prompt, COUrleMIs
and professional response. Headed by
the energetic Ted O'Keefe, the 311 City
Services team works in oa well
deslgned and spacious call center and
staff bring a high level enthusiasm o
the job.

Second, the 311 stalf are supporied
by a sophisticated computer system
that routes requests electronically to
the proper department to take the nec-
essary action. More than that, this new
system enabies supervisors to moni-
lor the progress of any given job and
deal quickly with any problems that
rriighit be causimg @ delay.

Hanging on the telephone?

In the second of his series of articles sharing insights from around the world, Robin
Hambleton describes Chicago’s ultra-responsive service

What does the 311 service do?

In 2003 the 311 service dealt with over
1.5 million calls. More than half of
these — around two million — were
requests for information and were
dealt with there and then. When is the
date and time of the next community
safety meeting in my neighborhood?
What after school programs are aval-
able at my children's school?

What's this [ hear about the whola of
Lake Shere Dirive being dosed to vehi-
ces one coming Sunday so that
cyclists can "Bike the drive’?

These are the kinds of information-
secking  questions  that will be
answered within seconds by the 3o

No private sector
company comes
close to the service

responsiveness of
a999 call madein
the UK

stafl as the information is only a key-
stroke away. It = stored in the well-
designed, computerized information
directory.

In an areq as ethnoically diverse as
Chicago the staggering number of
langnuages vsed by callers is a buy chal-
lenge. The 311 opetators have studied
key phirases in 25 languages - enough
ko access a bmguage bank and request
the services of o quatified translator in
some 40 languages.

S0, on information requests, there is

1o doubt that the 24
hour service quality to citizens is very
high indeed. What about the other
calls — the 1.8 millicon service roquests?
For example, can you do something
about the abandoned car just down
the street’ Do you know about the
awtul graffiti scribbled on the under-
pass? ['m worried about the kid who
lives a couple of doors away — he
seems bo have a lot of broises. Can
you mvestigate please?

Calls secking aclion trigger a
series of tasks:

@A service request is created and
routed automatically to the proper
department;

®lhe caller receives a  service
request number to simplify follow
upy;

@4 checklist of stleps to rescive the
problem is generated;

®The checklist is translated into
wark orders or other appropriate
action;

@City stafl respond;

@The response 158 monitored and
any addional  activities  are
assipned as needed.

What about those citizens who
don't call the 3rr number, but
instead call a local autherity depart-
ment directly? Is there a risk their
request wall fall through the cracks?
Whoever answers the phone in any
department simple enters the
request in the system and it is han-
died in the same way as requests
made to the 311 number. Citizens

can also make service requests via
the Web.

Benefits of the approach

Strengths of this system are not just
that it is citizen friendly and that
tasks are addressed very quickly, it is
also that service managers know
when tasks have been completed.
The Motorola Customer Service
Request System  the computerized
information system  underpinning
31— makes it easy to trace the
progress of any request. This is good
for managers, good for those on the
fromt line taking calls from citizens
as well as pood for those making
requests.

The 311 rapid response service is not
limited te Chicage. Baltimore Police
Department can claim some recogni-
tion for poneening the idea of a sim
ple non-emerpency 31T help line in the
early 1ggos. When President BEill
Clinton endorsed the capproach in a
campaign speech in 1996 a number
of elecied mayors picked up on the
madel and 311 is now in operation m
numerous cities — from Los Angeles
to New York City and from Houston
to Detro.

1t 38 fair to say, however, that the City
of Chicago provides a partiodary
good example. First, it is probably one
of the largest 311 systems in the coun-
try. The system recelves over 8,000
service requests on each weekday and
tracks more than 500 diflersnt bpes
of service request.

Second, the sys-
tem serves as dn
effective manage-
ment tool by gen-
erating call statis-
tics and real-tme
reports o
response times for
specific  types  of
request. This data enables departmen-
tal manapers to highlight cutstanding |
performance and take action where
standards are notas they should be.

Another benefit is that departments
can coordinate work more efficently.
Any department can discover what
work another department is doing ina
given location. Crews from different
departments can work more effi-
ciemly by generating followon
requests when one orew's work s
compieted and another crew’s work
needs to begin.

In Chicago the siteam works very
closely with the grrteam. They are all
in the same building and this is good
for collaboration. It is still the case, of
course, that some atizens misuse the |
g1 emergency line by calling in mes- '
sages that should be going 1o 317, How-
ever, over fime, the 311 service is gain-
g more visthiity with the result that
the g1 service should receive fower
distracting non-emergency calls. The
guidance aimed at gelting this mes-
sage out 1s: ‘Bummg building - call
g1, ‘Burning question —call 311",

As UK kxal authorities strive to
improve their approaches %0 non-
SMETREIKY  SOTVKE  Tesponsiveness
they just might want to consider
what's really impressive about ggg.
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