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Disclaimer 

This report has been prepared by Deloitte MCS Limited for the exclusive use of the Department of 
Finance and Personnel and the wider Northern Ireland Civil Service in accordance with the specific 
terms set out in our proposal. No other party is entitled to rely on our report for any purpose whatsoever 
and we accept no duty of care or liability to any other party who is shown or gains access to this report. 
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A joint team of Deloitte and Goldblatt McGuigan practitioners, commissioned by the Department of 
Finance and Personnel (DFP) on behalf of the Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS), have worked 
with NICS leadership to establish a customer contact strategy or channel strategy  which will 
provide a direction of travel for customer contact or service delivery change projects and 
programmes over the next three to five years.  

The channel strategy is a balance between the following 
influences: 

·  Customer expectations and requirements; 

·  The needs of the business; 

·  Business priorities, among which the need to deliver 
telephone channel capabilities through the NI Direct 
Programme is very important; 

·  Achieving Value for Money; and 

·  Best practice from the departments and agencies 
themselves, as well as successful examples from other 
organisations. 

With respect to customer expectations and requirements, a key reference point for this strategy has 
been the Consumer Council report (Getting through to Government, December 2007) which 
highlights some important customer perceptions of contact with NICS. The key finding from the 
report was that most of the customers accepted that the current system of contacting the 
government and accessing government services does not work as well as it should. 

One of the key priorities within the Programme for Government is to deliver modern high quality and 
efficient services; Public Service Agreement (PSA) 20 includes the targets to introduce a single 
telephone number point of contact for selected public services by 31 December 2008 and the roll-out 
of the single telephone number point of contact to all remaining NICS Departments and Agencies on 
a phased basis from October 2009 onwards – the first of these targets has now been met. 

 

Six additional key areas have been identified for strategic development during the next three to five 
years which correspond closely with recent customer insight: 

1. To replace, as far as is possible, paper correspondence with alternative means of 
communication and fulfilment – email, SMS and Web, for example; 

2. To develop the approach to the face-to-face channel and to pilot and deploy an ‘NI Direct’ one-
stop-shop to areas where this would be advantageous;  

3. To develop underlying IT systems and business processes to be independent of the channel 
with a developing multi-channel access and future self-service landscape in mind; 

4. To continue to develop the common cross-NICS technical platform on a ‘design once, deploy 
many times’ basis, building on and further exploiting those components already in place;  

The main area identified in this strategy as a priority for strategic development 
during the next three to five years is to broaden and deepen the telephony 
services, focusing on the NI Direct Programme as the primary delivery vehicle. 

Customer
Service
Quality

Value
For

Money

Operational
Flexibility

Staff
Satisfaction



 NICS Channel Strategy 

Version 1.0 - 2nd April 2009   3 

5. To develop a greater customer insight on a cross-NICS basis; and 

6. Leadership and sponsorship to drive change, with the appropriate support. 

Each of these areas is explored in more detail in this report. 

A target model has been established which describes what channel capabilities should be available 
to all of NICS in five years time and shown how the current channel mix might change over time. 

Also a set of “tests” against which any proposed customer/channel project should be assessed have 
been identified – this will make sure that projects are aligned to the channel strategy. 

The key recommendations in this report include: 

a. The development of the telephony channel is progressing with NI Direct Phase 1 and this 
should continue to be the priority for the next 12 to 18 months, as should the planned 
consolidation of web sites under a localised ‘DirectGov’ model; however it is recommended 
that a broader, more multi-channel approach be adopted incrementally during 2009-2013 – 
with earlier tactical implementations (including pilots) as appropriate and as capacity 
allows; 

b. Departments and agencies to analyse their current channels of service accessed by 
customers, along with the channels’ performance and reliability; baseline data should also 
be gathered for cost-to-serve on current channels to better understand what channels 
actually cost. The form and format of reporting by departments and agencies on these 
baselines, along with any strategies for change, requires further consideration in 
consultation with departments and agencies - with the Performance Management 
Framework developed by the Cabinet Office’s Contact Council informing these 
considerations; 

c. Adopt a “design once, deploy many times” shared-service approach to procurement, 
implementation, integration and deployment to deliver best value for money and manage 
risks; 

d. Build channel integration points and processes that are not dependent on specific 
channels to facilitate the future integration of extended and new channels; 

e. The Delivery and Innovation Division, working in partnership with the NI Direct Programme 
and NISRA, should drive and coordinate customer insight on a cross-NICS basis; 

f. Adopt an ‘enterprise information management’ approach to integrating information sources 
and the flow of information to create single information views; building upon and exploiting 
existing building blocks in the common cross-NICS technical infrastructure and utilising as 
appropriate Services-Oriented Architectures and process management; 

g. Implement an aggressive consolidation of the current contact numbers across the NICS 
such that each department/agency should have no more than one phone number per 
customer facing service (or service by customer segment – i.e. not organisational 
structure) by the end of 2010; 

h. The NI Direct Programme to consider the feasibility of introducing a structured email 
management service into Phase 1, utilising and building upon the existing NICS email and 
NI Direct infrastructure; initially piloting for the anchor tenants, prior to any wider roll-out; 

i. DID to work with the NI Direct Programme to look at the potential for how further 
exploitation of the current SMS services infrastructure for the exchange of structured 
messages could benefit the anchor tenants and their customers; 

j. Develop a pilot programme of face-to-face service delivery under the “NI Direct” brand to 
be delivered during 2010.  The programme should seek to pilot and evaluate 3 or 4 
different models in different types of location (geographic / outlet);  
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k. A scoping study for the pilot programme of face-to-face service delivery should be 
developed by the end of 2009, to include scoping which services, department / agencies / 
wider public sector bodies, models and locations should be included.  The scoping study 
will also identify costs and funding arrangements. Consultation with the citizen should be 
included through the scoping, delivery and evaluation of the pilot; 

l. Departments and agencies to conduct a review of their correspondence and look to 
employ best practices wherever possible; 

m. The Permanent Secretaries Group, through their Citizen Facing Reform Sub-Group, 
should be the Senior Sponsors charged with driving forward this cross-NICS strategy; 

n. Each Department and, where appropriate, Agency should nominate a Senior Civil Servant 
to act as Service Delivery and Channel Development Champion to drive forward initiatives 
at a Departmental/Agency level;  

o. A working group should be formed to consider and make recommendations to the PSG 
Citizen Facing Reform Sub-Group on the strategic cross-NICS issues that are the key 
building blocks to the successful delivery of this strategy; to be formed from approximately 
5 or 6 of the Service Delivery and Channel Development Champions to be jointly Chaired 
by DFP’s Corporate Services Director and an independent to represent the voice of the 
customer, e.g. the Chief Executive of the Consumer Council, and attended by Director of 
Delivery and Innovation Division and the NI Direct Programme Director;  

p. The NI Direct Programme team, working in close partnership with its private sector partner 
and DID, should as part of Phase 2 develop a specialist advisory capability to assist 
departments and agencies to develop new customer experiences and deliver the change 
necessary; 

q. DID, on behalf of NICS, should take forward an initiative to directly work with the 
Information Commissioner to promote the framework code of practice for sharing personal 
information and specifically work on reducing any barriers, perceived or otherwise, to data 
sharing across NICS, including where appropriate and necessary the need for any 
enabling legislative interventions; and 

r. Continue to exploit the work of the Cabinet Office and learning from the experience of 
others through the Delivery Council and Contact Council. 
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The purpose of this section is to set-out some background to give a strategic context for this report.  

The Northern Ireland public sector is under increasing pressure to improve efficiency (primarily 
through the recently agreed Comprehensive Spending Review settlement) and improve the quality of 
its services to the public. The Programme for Government has also set out the Northern Ireland 
Executive’s priority of delivering modern high quality and efficient services (see 3.1 below). Choosing 
the right customer channels to deliver products and services can have a fundamental impact on 
successfully achieving these aims and the related targets set out in the Programme for Government. 
Explicit consideration of Channel Strategy, i.e. in simple terms, choosing the contact points through 
which to deliver services to the citizen, is fundamental to improving access, enhancing outcomes 
and driving through efficiency savings. 

The scope of this strategy covers the departments and agencies of the Northern Ireland Civil Service 
(NICS). Although the strategy does not specifically cover Non-Departmental Public Bodies and Local 
Government, it is intended that the strategy be open for review by these organisations and it is 
hoped that it will help inform a consistent approach to customer contact across the Northern Ireland 
public sector; it is also hoped that partnerships can be formed between NICS and non-NICS service 
delivery organisations across the Northern Ireland public sector to deliver joined-up channel services 
where there is a clear benefit to the customer of doing so and/or the delivery of increased value for 
money. 

���  ����$!��
��!% ��
�#!����&!
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The Programme for Government 2008-2011 sets out the Northern Ireland Executive’s strategic 
priorities and plans for 2008-2011. One of the key priorities within the Programme for Government is 
to deliver modern high quality and efficient services , including through modernising the NICS 
infrastructure and processes to cut out costs and bureaucracy by sharing key corporate services. 
The Programme for Government goes on to say that this modernisation is: 

“...about much more than efficiency savings. It is about bringing government closer to 
people, revitalising public services and responding to the increasingly diverse nature of our 
society. It is about ensuring that public services are more accessible, accountable and 
responsive to individual needs and the lifestyles t hat people now lead. This means 
changing the focus from one of administrative bound aries to addressing the needs of 
people and working together to deliver better exper iences and outcomes.  Delivering 
more flexible and joined up services will also ensure we are better able to respond 
effectively to the needs of local communities and businesses.” 

Objective 4 of the corresponding Public Service Agreement 20 (Improving Public Services) to 
promote and improve access to public services and i nformation in Northern Ireland  outlines 
the following action and targets agreed by the Northern Ireland Executive; the responsibility for 
delivering this objective is for all NICS Departments and Agencies, with DFP as the lead department. 
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Action Targets 

Improve access for the people of Northern Ireland 
to public services and information including the 
delivery of an improved range of contact 
channels for citizen access to public services  

Introduction of a single telephone number point of 
contact for selected public services including 
DARD, General Register Office, Land and 
Property Services and Planning Service by 31 
December 2008. 

Roll-out of the single telephone number point 
of contact to  all remaining NICS Departments 
and Agencies  on a phased basis from October 
2009 onwards.  

Deal effectively with at least 50% of enquiries 
received through the single telephone number at 
first point of contact. 

Consolidation of 70% of NICS Department and 
Agency websites into a single thematic based 
web presence including a range of transactional 
services by March 2009. 

Reduce barriers to citizen access to online public 
services through delivery of a Digital Inclusion 
programme by October 2009. 

 

���  ��%��(�$ ��!%
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The 2005 NICS Multi-Channel Contact Centre Strategy (MCCCS) report made the original case for: 
significant changes in the way the Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS) manages customer contact; 
and the introduction of private sector involvement in the development and operation of solutions. 

The development of the MCCCS included a significant amount of primary research into the nature of 
existing customer contact with the NICS.  The research concluded that: 

·  Fifty-six per cent of services were classified as having a low or mixed complexity, meaning that 
they are likely to be suitable for contact centre-based service delivery; 

·  “Information type” services, which made up almost half of all NICS customer related services and 
over half of the service delivery instances, were considered to be particularly suitable for contact 
centre-based delivery; and 

·  Five million customer calls were received by Northern Ireland Citizen Interaction Centre alone, 
suggesting that there is sufficient volume to achieve the critical mass required for a large-scale 
solution. 

The Strategy recommended the development of a single NICS-branded multi-channel capability , 
presenting a clear case for action for the NICS to take forward a corporate approach to customer 
contact and deploy contact centre solutions on a large-scale.  This was based not only on the nature 
of customer contact outlined above, but also on the observation that customer contact was not being 
fully managed end-to-end, which has led to the NICS delivering sub-optimal customer service. 

The focus of the MCCCS was primarily on initially improving the telephony channel  and 
understanding the role that contact centres can play in improving service delivery (see section on NI 
Direct Programme below). 
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To take forward the MCCCS and the related Programme for Government PSA20.4 targets, NICS 
has developed the NI Direct Programme. The NI Direct Programme is being taken forward in two 
phases: 

·  Phase 1 of NI Direct will focus on making tactical improvements to telephony services for a small 
number of ‘anchor tenants’, by transforming the current operator service (NICIC) into a modern 
contact centre environment; and 

·  Phase 2 of the NI Direct Programme will be more strategically focused and is expected to deliver 
a full multi-channel contact centre capability for all of the NICS and potentially the wider public 
sector. 

This Channel Strategy will influence the strategic development of Phase 1 and inform the 
specification of Phase 2.  

Another key element of the NI Direct Programme is the Online NI Project. This aims to consolidate 
the large number of individual, organisation-specific websites with a smaller number of websites 
support by an enhanced Online NI website, based upon a localised version of the DirectGov model. 

��,  ����
�!-��+
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The NICS Reform Programme is a major programme of change right across the NICS, of which the 
NI Direct Programme is a part. Along with the various departmental/agency modernisation/reform 
programmes and changes required to meet PSA 20 (as well as other PSAs) and the Comprehensive 
Spending Review efficiency savings, it is generally recognised that the NICS is close to or at 
capacity in terms of its capability to cope with any additional change initiatives. This is a critical 
strategic constraint for this Channel Strategy, and the timing of any proposed changes not already 
planned as part of NI Direct Phase 1 are influenced significantly by it. 

There are a number of initiatives within the NICS Reform Programme that are currently underway 
and can act as enablers for improving service delivery to customers. These include: 

·  Implementation of a modern and flexible working environment across the NICS; 

·  ICT Shared Service Centre (IT Assist) and Network NI – these initiatives are consolidating and 
standardising the NICS ICT infrastructure which is critical to the successful roll-out of other NICS 
Reform Programmes such as Account NI and HR-Connect, as well as NI Direct; and 

·  Records NI – this project has delivered an NICS wide Electronic Document and Records 
Management infrastructure, which provides the foundation for key service information to support 
customer contact. 

The implementation of these enabler programmes will influence the ongoing development and 
implementation of this Channel Strategy. 

��.  �$��!$ %%
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Sir David Varney was tasked with providing advice on the opportunities for transforming the delivery 
of public services by looking at how the channels through which services are delivered can be made 
more responsive to the needs of citizens and businesses; from which he published the report 
Service transformation: A better service for citizens and businesses, a better deal for the taxpayer 
(December 2006). 

The report focuses on the opportunities for change in the channels through which services are 
delivered to citizens and businesses, to provide better public services and to do so at a lower cost to 
the taxpayer. Among the many changes recommended that influence the ongoing development of a 
Channel Strategy for the NICS are: 

·  citizens should have single points of contact with government to meet a range of their needs; 
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·  citizens and businesses should be engaged more fully in the design and delivery of public 
services; and 

·  further improving and coordinating the operation of government e-services, contact centres and 
face-to-face services, raising the overall transparency and performance of government 
operations. 

The Delivery Council has been appointed by the Cabinet Secretary and Civil Service Steering Board 
to provide expert input into cross-cutting agendas supporting the transformation of Government and 
the building of capacity in delivery skills and competencies specifically in relation to the 
Transformational Government strategy to drive citizen and business centred services, as well as to 
manage the Service Transformation programme, which includes the recommendations of Sir David 
Varney’s Service Transformation review. The NICS is represented at the Delivery Council by DFP’s 
Director of Corporate Services. 

The Contact Council reports to and takes its remit from the Delivery Council; it provides oversight 
across the public sector on all matters relating to customer contact, including overseeing the 
improvement of performance and standards in publicly funded contact centres, facilitating the 
promotion of best practices as a norm in contact centres and leading the development of customer 
contact as a profession in government. The NICS is represented at the Contact Council by the NI 
Direct Programme Director. 

Continuing to exploit the work of the Cabinet Office and learning from the experience of others 
through the Delivery Council and Contact Council represents a significant and ongoing opportunity 
for NICS whilst proceeding with implementation of multi-channel capabilities through the NI Direct 
Programme and individual department/agency customer contact improvement initiatives. 
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One of the attributes that distinguishes leading professional customer contact organisations is their 
understanding of, and implementation of a channel strategy.  This means that they have made a 
conscious effort to research their customers’ needs and expectations and to answer the following 
types of question: 

·  What is the best way for our customers to interact with us? 

·  Which of the plethora of available contact channels should we prioritise? 

·  What services should we offer? 

·  How do we balance cost-to-serve with the quality of customer experience we need? 

·  How can we reduce waste? 

·  Can we encourage or help some customers to migrate from one channel to another? 

·  How should we promote new or changes channels to our customer base? 

·  What skills and culture do we need in our organisation to support customer contact? 

·  Are we being sufficiently inclusive? 

·  What technology might we need to deploy? 

·  How will all of this change over the next 3, 5, 10 years? 

These questions are consistent with the channel strategy principals outlined in Sir David Varney’s 
recent report1 on service transformation; these are: 

·  Know the citizens or businesses you are trying to reach: how they think and behave, what 
matters to them and what channels might work best to achieve the desired outcomes for them; 

·  Establish what type of contact you and they need to have with each other (not necessarily just a 
continuation of the current system) based upon the nature of the service(s) you and others 
provide; 

·  Analyse the current channels of service access used by citizens and businesses, along with the 
channels’ performance and reliability; and 

·  Gather cost-to-serve data on current channels to know what channels actually cost you and 
calculate savings/investments for the future — see if you can identify patterns of transactions 
across channels, not just the cost of separate contacts and try to estimate the hidden cost of 
channel error and demand caused by failure. 

                                                      

1 Sir David Varney, Service transformation: A better service for citizens and businesses, a better deal for the taxpayer 
(2006) 
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Channel cost is clearly a key consideration in the development of any channel strategy and, as can 
be seen from the indicative costs in the diagram below, there are potential savings to be made by 
actively managing customers to lower cost channels. However these indicative costs are per single 
end-to-end customer contact; a true reflection of the overall cost needs to consider that a process 
may contain more than one interaction with the customer.   
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There is also a strong cost/quality relationship, as indicated in the above diagram and as further 
illustrated below. In particular, increasing the quality of information gathered during an interaction is 
likely to ultimately delivery better value for money for the full end-to-end process by reducing 
wastage, as well as improving the customer experience. 
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Therefore it is important when considering channel cost to look at this in the context of the overall 
end-to-end process costs. 
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Individual service delivery organisations across NICS would benefit from the development of service 
specific channel strategies to deliver improved effectiveness, both in terms of cost and output; such 
a channel strategy should be developed on a similar basis to this document, describing how the 
service should act on the insights into its customer base and how it should build on NI Direct Phase 
1.  A channel strategy should, over time, evolve into a powerful set of principles which can be 
applied to everyday operations, as well as new projects, and have a tangible impact on customer 
contact going forward. 

The inset is a diagrammatic 
representation of how 
clarity on the target channel 
model and key principles 
can influence the alignment 
of projects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The tangible benefits that other organisations have achieved through a clear Channel Strategy are:- 

·  Improved customer contact efficiency while raising quality and reach; 

·  Improved “one and done” on the telephone and through face-to-face channels; 

·  Reduced waste; 

·  Improved uptake of new contact channels (e.g. on-line self-service); and 

·  Reduced overall cost-to-serve. 

NICS and associated agencies and NDPBs have more contact with the NI population than any other 
organisation, therefore a clear customer contact strategy is likely to have a big impact. 

The Cabinet Office has produced a document, ‘Multi-channel Transformation in the Public Sector’ 
(available at 
http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/~/media/assets/www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/publications/delivery_coun
cil/multi_channel_trans/pdf/multi_channel_trans061129%20pdf.ashx). This document contains an 
introduction to channel strategies, how to develop an organisation specific channel strategy and 
recommendations for the way forward; its contents have been reflected in this report where 
appropriate. As highlighted earlier, NICS should look to the ongoing work at the Cabinet Office with 
regards to Public Sector service delivery and seek to identify any potential insight or best practice 
where available. 

It is recommended that departments and agencies sho uld analyse their current channels of 
service accessed by customers, along with the chann els’ performance and reliability; 
baseline data should also be gathered for cost-to-s erve on current channels to know what 
channels actually cost. The form and format of repo rting by departments and agencies on 
these baselines, along with any strategies for chan ge, requires further consideration in 
consultation with departments and agencies - with t he Performance Management 
Framework developed by the Cabinet Office’s Contact  Council informing these 
considerations. 

Target
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Drivers
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A cohesive set of guiding principles underpin any channel strategy – laying out the overall vision for 
the customer.  A set of principles for NICS are set out below which build on generally recognised 
best practice and reflect feedback from key NICS stakeholders. These principles are useful as a test 
against which any customer contact or service delivery change project or programme can be 
assessed: if a customer service initiative supports several of these principles then it is likely that it is 
aligned with the overall strategy. 

Know your customers 

�  Develop customer insight through feedback, focus groups and other resources (e.g. Consumer 
Council, Ofcom etc.); 

�  Store and keep up to date relevant and accurate customer information; 

�  Respect their preferences and special needs; 

�  Provide for them if their preferred language is not English; 

�  Respond in the right ways as their situation changes; 

�  Make sure they are who they say they are; and 

�  Don’t ask for the same information twice. 

Offer choice 

�  Deliver flexible and, where possible, personalised services; 

�  Let a customer choose how to contact you through the channels offered; 

�  Deliver a consistent service across all channels; and 

�  Face-to-Face services should be delivered from a useful and accessible location. 

Deliver a high quality service 

�  Respond to customer contact quickly and efficiently; 

�  If a customer agrees, share relevant information with other agencies / departments in order to 
speed up a process; 

�  Enforce appropriate data protection procedures; and 

�  Train staff to deliver high quality service. 

Use Plain Language 

�  Talk to customers in terms they can understand; 

�  Consider the ‘Crystal Mark’ or similar accreditation for written correspondence and websites; and 

�  Tell customers the truth and deal with solution appropriately. 

Set expectations 

�  Always set the right expectations with the customer and make sure they are understood and 
measurable; 

�  Any appointments should be communicated properly and convenient for all parties involved; and 

�  If there are issues / missed deadlines let the customer know in a timely manner. 
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Value for Money 

�  Build a strong, trusting relationship with the customer then guide them to cheaper channels; 

�  Always look to improve value for the customer; and 

�  Reduce wastage – including don’t waste money on unnecessary correspondence or poor 
advertising / signposting. 

Work Together 

�  Identify opportunities for NICS Departments to work together and share information / processes, 
facilitated and supported where appropriate by the NI Direct Programme and its private sector 
partner; and 

�  Seek to work with local and national government to improve the customer’s experience of 
‘government’ interaction. 

 

 

 

It is recommended that these principles are adopted  to assess customer service 
initiatives/projects for strategic fit; although it  is not anticipated that all initiatives/projects 
will meet all the principles, they should at least meet several. 
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In order to develop and deliver a channel strategy the first priority is to assess the needs of the 
customer base.  A detailed knowledge of customer’s circumstances, preferences and drivers will 
mean that the channel strategy and ongoing service development will be applicable and relevant. 
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The Consumer Council report (Getting through to Government, December 2007) highlights some 
important customer perceptions of contact with NICS. The key finding from the report was that most 
of the customers accepted that the current system of contacting the government and accessing 
government services does not work as well as it should. 

The report outlines a number of key messages: 

·  The majority of people still prefer to use the phone for accessing Government Services, primarily 
because it is instantaneous and they can speak to someone immediately; 

·  The general opinion of Interactive Voice Recognition (IVR) technology is fairly negative; however 
some of this was due to past experiences with the technology. Customers also expressed 
concern about speech technology recognising local accents and regional slang;  

·  E-mail and SMS Text Messaging are, however, becoming more prevalent to those, particularly in 
the younger age groups; 

·  Emerging channels are still not seen as being as effective or relevant and there is no strong 
desire to use these in accessing Government Services, even among younger age groups which 
might traditionally be considered more technology friendly; 

·  There was a mixed debate on the need for a ‘NI Direct’ physical (face-to-face and kiosk) 
presence;  

·  All people did, however, agree that there should be as wide a range of channels as possible 
available to access Government Services, even if they themselves might not personally use them 
all; and 

·  Highlighted priority services included Jobs & Benefits (Social Security Agency/Department for 
Employment and Learning), Driver and Vehicle Services (Driver and Vehicle Agency), Passport 
Services, Tax and Child/Family Credit Service (HM Revenue and Customs), Housing (Northern 
Ireland Housing Executive), and Roads (Roads Service). 

There is also a great deal of positive sentiment about NI Direct and the proposed changes to service 
delivery; however there are several areas that customers feel are key to the success of NI Direct: 

Training and resource management: NI Direct must have well trained, skilled, knowledgeable and 
informed staff who are able to deal with most queries and answer them as efficiently and effectively 
as possible. In addition, there must be adequate resources and staffing levels as people will not 
accept having to wait in queues. 

Joined up working: People believe that there must be ‘joined-up’ working and thinking between 
government departments and agencies, enabling seamless service delivery. 

Communication and education: There is a need to promote NI Direct and make sure that a strong 
awareness and educational programme is embarked upon. People must be made aware of what NI 
Direct is and how it can help them. 
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According to the recently published OFCOM report2, the relevant demographics of the Northern 
Ireland population differ from those of the GB population, therefore any channel strategy needs to 
take these differences into account.  For example: 

·  The average age of the population is one of the lowest in the UK; 

·  The mix of rural and urban populations is relatively unique; and 

·  Broadband and internet penetration, while growing, is not yet as high as in most areas of GB. 

Northern Ireland’s population of approximately 1.75 million (NISRA 2006) is spread across a mix of 
urban and rural areas. The Greater Belfast area accounts for one third of this population and 35 per 
cent of the population are defined as ‘rural’, well above the UK average of 12 per cent. The average 
age of the population is low (35), second only to London (34) in the UK. This will have implications 
for the future when considering channel preferences for the younger population of Northern Ireland. 
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OFCOM reported that Northern Ireland is similar to Scotland with regards to uptake of 
communications services. Northern Ireland has the highest rate of uptake of fixed-line telephony (88 
per cent with Scotland and England at 87 per cent) and the uptake of mobile phones is at 85 per 
cent (the same as England and ahead of Wales and Scotland with 82 per cent and 81 per cent 
respectively.) One of the key telephony themes from the OFCOM report is that fixed-line telephony 
rates are actually falling year-on-year (down 3 percentage points) and more and more of the general 
population rely solely on mobile phones. 

One differentiating factor is the uptake of digital television; Northern Ireland is at 79 per cent 
compared with England at 86 per cent, Scotland at 85 per cent and Wales at 84 per cent. This may 
be due to the lower availability levels of cable TV infrastructure and digital broadcasting (Freeview / 
Freesat) in the more rural areas. A second important factor is internet penetration, Northern Ireland’s 
level of 61 per cent is behind the UK average of 65 per cent and in particular, broadband is installed 
in only 52 per cent of houses in Northern Ireland against 57 per cent for the UK. However the figure 
of 52 per cent for home broadband is growing: up from 42 per cent in the previous year with high 
growth expectations over the next few years. 
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It would be a crude over-simplification of the demographics of Northern Ireland to break down the 
population by the broad-brush definitions of ‘urban’ and ‘rural’. The OFCOM report splits Northern 
Ireland into five groups: 

·  Londonderry/Derry; 

·  Belfast; 

·  East NI; 

·  West NI; and 

·  Border Area. 

                                                      

2 The Communications Market: Nations and Regions 2008 - Northern Ireland, published 22 May 2008. 
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The key statistics for potential communication channels we are interested in can be found in the 
table below: 

Regions* 

Service 
Londonderry / 

Derry 
Belfast East NI West NI Border 

Area 

Fixed-line 
telephony 72% 76% 88% 89% 85% 

Mobile 
telephony 88% 84% 88% 81% 86% 

Broadband 60% 47% 54% 50% 59% 

Digital TV 64% 81% 85% 60% 64% 

Source: OFCOM report, The Communications Market 2008, May 2008. 
* - The OFCOM report defines the Regions as follows: 

�  East NI – The area East of the River Bann; 
�  West NI – The area West of the River Bann; and 
�  Border Area – Londonderry / Derry, Newry, Strabane, Portstewart and Warrenpoint. 

 

This data highlights large variances in uptake across the regions. It is clear that the Channel 
Strategy will need to offer a range of possible channels for the delivery of services and take into 
account the current and future regional demographics in any channel mix recommendations. 

Telephony (both fixed-line and mobile) clearly offers the best contact channel at the moment for 
delivery of services to the population of Northern Ireland.  NICS should prepare for the time when 
broadband and digital TV are far more widespread throughout Northern Ireland, we would therefore 
advocate building, piloting and refining on-line services now in readiness for 2010 or 2011 when the 
uptake of “on-line” self-service will have reached effective saturation in NI. 
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No organisation, with the possible exception of the broadcast media, has more contact with the UK 
population than the government; the government therefore has both the responsibility and a real 
opportunity to make a difference by adopting Customer Contact best practice.  This best practice can 
come from other government organisations, equivalent entities in other countries and from other 
sectors. 

The service transformation agenda, championed in GB by Sir David Varney, makes it clear that 
government must strive to deliver higher quality customer service and increased efficiency across 
the board.  This challenge also applies to NICS and its departments and agencies, and represents a 
real opportunity to make a difference to customers. 

There has been a shift in perception in the Public Sector in the past 5 years, the relationship 
between a citizen and government has transformed. Citizens now expect to be treated as 
‘customers’ of the government, demanding high quality service delivery on a par with the levels 
offered by private sector organisations.  There is also an expectation that different agencies will 
share appropriate information in order to improve the customer experience – one of the 
fundamentals of the Varney recommendations was “Tell us Once” which lays down the challenge to 
different agencies to cooperate and trust each others’ data and processes. 

Following consultation, a general impression from several NICS Departments and agencies was that 
individual agencies were able to define the characteristics of their customer base, although few have 



 NICS Channel Strategy 

Version 1.0 - 2nd April 2009   18 

sought extended insight from their customer base into channel preferences and even less have 
channel access or cost information.  

Certain base information on channel volumetrics and costs, particularly telephone related 
information, can be difficult to ascertain due to the limitations of current systems to generate the 
required management information. However the best information that can be collected should be, 
whilst recognising that the quality of this information should improve overtime with the introduction of 
improved systems (e.g. NI Direct). 

It is important to note that NICS customer groups span departments and agencies, e.g. DEL, SSA 
and NIHE share customers, and departments and agencies should generally look to pool customer 
insight and experience to a greater extent.  The breadth of services and customer requirements 
across the NICS departments and agencies means that customers do not fall into simple behavioural 
or demographic groupings.   

The establishment of a set of customer “segments” that correspond to the major behavioural and 
service groupings will be both useful and pragmatic. For example: 

·  Homeowner; 

·  Private Tenant; 

·  Claimant; 

·  Pensioner; 

·  Teachers, library staff, administrators; 

·  Suppliers and providers; and  

·  Agents (e.g. solicitors, architects). 

The Northern Ireland customer/service segmentation model will be based on the similar model used 
by DirectGov in Great Britain with one distinct difference; the customer segment of ‘Farmers’ in 
Great Britain is treated in the same way as ‘Businesses’ and utilises Business Link rather than 
DirectGov. The Northern Ireland localised implementation of the DirectGov website will be 
responsible for service delivery to the Farmers of Northern Ireland. 

DirectGov customer/service segmentation in Northern Ireland is currently planned to be as follows: 

·  People 

o Young people 

o Parents 

o People with disabilities 

o Over 50s 

o Caring for someone 

·  Service 

o Education and learning 

o Motoring 

o Property and housing 

o Employment 

o Money, tax and benefits 

o Health and well-being 

o Travel and transport 

o Environment and greener living 
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o Crime, justice and the law 

o Government, citizens and rights 

Under each of these headings instances can be observed where services being delivered to people 
who seem to want similar things and have similar channel preferences.  Also real successes have 
been made with specific “closed” groups, such as the Land and Property Services on-line (Landweb) 
information services for solicitors and law searchers which has a remarkable uptake of over 90 per 
cent.  Each of the departments and agencies have insights about their customers – pulling these 
together under the types of customer segments listed above may help to validate (or amend) them. 
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Although NICS departments and agencies generally undertake regular customer surveys few have 
sought extended insight from their customer base into their channel preferences. Two examples 
where such insight work was performed was separate work undertaken by the Northern Ireland 
Housing Executive (NIHE) and the Social Security Agency (SSA). 
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NIHE’s Continuous Tenant Omnibus Survey (CTOS) consists of interviews with 3,700 tenants over 
the course of the year in each housing management district. This survey helps to build a more 
informed picture of a set of people who contact the Government of Northern Ireland frequently; as 
well as a set of people who are often most in need of support. 

The Housing Executive provides accommodation for approximately 185,000 individuals in 89,000 
dwellings across Northern Ireland, or just over 10 per cent of the general population. Fourteen per 
cent of household surveyed individuals were employed, 42 per cent receive Income Support/Job 
Seekers Allowance and 35 per cent receive some form of disability benefit. These figures 
demonstrate that this customer segment make use of a number of services across more than one 
agency (e.g. Social Security Agency and the Department for Employment and Learning). 

Twenty-seven per cent of Housing Executive tenants said that they or a household member own a 
home computer and 74 per cent of these computers are connected to the internet, giving an overall 
figure of 20 per cent that have internet access. A similar proportion (22 per cent) was aware that the 
Housing Executive had a website, but only 14 per cent of them had visited the site. 

Sixty-eight per cent of interviewees had contacted the Housing Executive by telephone in the past 
year, but this figure varies across Northern Ireland (a low of 59 per cent in the South to a high of 76 
per cent in the South East.) The proportion of interviewees that had visited a Housing Executive 
District Office in the past year fell from 27 per cent in 2006 to 25 per cent but visit satisfaction has 
increased over the same period. 
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The SSA have recently undertaken a customer survey, based on focus groups of individuals from 
across Northern Ireland  who have received Income Support/Social Fund and Jobseekers Allowance 
or Incapacity benefit during the last three months of 2007 – face-to-face is currently, in the main, the 
only channel available for these benefits. 

The most frequently used channels when accessing services from the joint Social Security 
Agency/Department for Employment and Learning Jobs and Benefits Office are: 

·  Face-to-Face; 

·  Telephone; 

·  Appointments (made by Jobs and Benefits Office); and 

·  Letters. 
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All of the individuals on Income Support and Jobseekers Allowance had visited a Jobs and Benefits 
Office recently and less than half of those on Incapacity Benefit had visited during the research 
period. The main reasons given for visiting the offices were: 

·  To know who you are talking to;  

·  Because you get a better response/ more effective;  

·  To be listened to;  

·  Quicker resolution to queries; and  

·  It was felt to be easier. 

Key issues arising within the survey relevant to any channel strategy that spans this customer 
segment are: 

·  There is a very strong preference for the face-to-face service, with there being a significant 
distrust of dealing with the Agency via the telephone or over the internet; with many customers 
simply not believing or understanding how their dealings could be done without being sat in the 
same room as Agency staff; 

·  Less than half of those customers attending the focus groups had a landline telephone in their 
homes, but most had a mobile; 

·  Although there was significant support for a free phone service, the fact that most use a mobile 
phone means that there was also significant concern of the cost of contacting the Agency by 
phone – as an 0800 number would still incur significant charges for mobile users; 

·  Those spoken to simply found it hard to believe that the Agency could cope if everyone phoned in 
and that they would end up on hold, which just added to their cost concerns; they also felt that 
this would also put Agency staff under pressure to finish calls too quickly once they did get 
through; 

·  A lot of concern was expressed about the privacy of their conversations should they be recorded; 

·  The use of text messaging would be seen as a positive development, although the potential cost 
was again flagged as an issue; 

·  Access to the internet at home was quite low amongst those attending the focus groups; and 

·  There is a clear and deep mistrust of both the security of the internet for handling personal details 
(with reference to identity theft) and also the ability of government to keep their data secure (with 
references to the recent high profile data losses). 

It is clear from this that any channel strategy for this or similar customer segments would require 
significant interventions and communication to manage the change with the customers if confidence 
is to be built for a move away from the face-to-face channel. 
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The establishment of good cross-service customer insight is critical to the success of any NICS 
channel strategy going forward if it is to be customer centric.  

 

That is not to say that DID would or should take responsibility for establishing detailed customer 
insight for different departments and agencies; that responsibility must remain with these service 
delivery organisations. However it is recommended that DID, working in close partnership with the NI 

The development of this customer insight should be driven and coordinated on a cross-
NICS basis by DID – working in partnership with the  NI Direct Programme and NISRA. 
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Direct Programme and NISRA, put in place the required customer consultation mechanisms (e.g. 
segmented customer panels) and any appropriate support contracts for the delivery of ongoing 
consultation and research; this should avoid the danger of both the cost and the inconvenience of 
customers being asked similar questions by multiple departments and agencies.  

In effect, DID will provide a central design authority role for the development of customer insight and 
helping to ensure that the development of services based on this insight is truly cross-
departmental/service. DID, along with the NI Direct Programme, will also be able to coordinate 
engagement with and contribution to service transformation and customer insight initiatives in 
Whitehall; helping to ensure maximum exploitation of these where appropriate for the benefit of 
Northern Ireland. 

In developing this cross-service customer insight capability, further consideration should be given to 
working more closely with the Consumer Council. The Consumer Council already has a number of 
consumer panels in place that may be able to contribute to developing the required insight; the 
Council can also continue to provide an independent challenge function to the conclusions reached 
from any customer research. 
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The departments and agencies in NICS currently offer services across a number of channels. This 
section summarises the ‘as-is’ situation. 

The NI Direct Programme is currently being progressed and is starting to bring telephony together 
under a single branded service with a consolidated set of contact points.  This is intended to extend 
NICS-wide telephony services, building on the requirements of the Phase 1 “anchor tenants” and 
encompassing more and more agencies and departments in the future. 

The NI Direct service is intended to handle the less complex calls one-and-done, allowing specialists 
in the agencies and departments to focus their time and attention on more complex queries and 
processes. 

The major contact channels that form part of the existing customer contact “landscape” across NICS 
are shown below.  This means that each of these channels is represented in NICS at least once: 

·  Face-to-Face; 

·  Inbound Voice; 

·  Outbound Voice; 

·  Online Self-Service; 

·  Kiosk; 

·  Inbound email; 

·  Outbound email; 

·  Inbound SMS; 

·  Outbound SMS; 

·  Inbound Mail; and 

·  Outbound Mail. 

The only exception or missing channel, compared to other UK government organisations 3 , is 
speech-based self-service IVR, which is a channel not currently being used within NICS. 

The majority of current customer contact technology is already present in NICS.  It would therefore 
be useful for NICS to consider these deployments further and to look at how these existing assets 
can be exploited more broadly.   

 

NI Direct will increasingly introduce a single number for services. Initially only the ‘anchor tenant’ 
services are fully dealt with under the NI Direct service model by the NI Direct agents; all other calls 
will be signposted/transferred to the relevant departments/agencies. 

                                                      

3 For example, the Driver Vehicle Agency (DVA) is already using speech-based self service (0870 240 0009), and both 
the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and Transport for London are in the process of developing and testing 
this channel. 

Going forward, a “design once, deploy many times” s hared-service approach to 
procurement, implementation, integration and deploy ment will, in our view, be more cost-
effective and lower risk. 
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Currently there are approximately 650 ‘published’ phone numbers for contacting NICS; therefore 
migration ultimately to a single number for all services is a significant task. As an illustration of this, 
DARD recently reduced their phone numbers from 100 to 11 which required significant intervention 
and ongoing support; their experience and lessons learnt should be built into a common approach to 
further rationalisation across NICS. 

It is also recognised that the new single number is likely to prove attractive to citizens faced with the 
alternative of choosing between that and the current array of numbers; as such, there are risks 
associated with the potentially significant volume of calls to the single number that need 
signposted/transferred. 

 

The Consumer Council research, which is supported from research elsewhere, has demonstrated 
the growing demand for contact by email and SMS text messaging.  

The use of SMS text messaging by NICS (e.g. DEL) has proved to be a simple and cost effective 
means of communicating with customers, as well as one that has been received well by them. It can 
be suitable for providing near real-time updates on progress and/or reminders, as well as being used 
as part of campaigns. 

SMS services can already be provided on the current common cross-NICS infrastructure, and there 
is a clear opportunity to exploit this further.  

 

The current use of email for communications with customers across NICS is varied and inconsistent. 
The introduction of a single-branded email channel alongside NI Direct will help meet a growing 
customer demand and create consistency across channels; such an email channel will also help 
support a channel equality agenda, e.g. those with hearing difficulties and those whose first 
language is not English. Email also creates the opportunity to actively manage appropriate customer 
interactions to this lower cost channel (away from paper correspondence and telephone); as well as 
creating the opportunity to blend and manage the peaks and troughs in workload within a contact 
centre environment. 

 

 

It is recommended that the NI Direct Programme cons ider the feasibility of introducing a 
structured email management service into Phase 1, u tilising and building upon the existing 
NICS email and NI Direct infrastructure; initially piloting for the anchor tenants, prior to any 
wider roll-out. 

It is therefore recommended that DID work with the NI Direct Programme to look at the 
potential for how further exploitation of the curre nt SMS services infrastructure for the 
exchange of structured messages could benefit the a nchor tenants and their customers 
(e.g. Planning Service – notification of applicatio ns’ progress; DARD – notification to 
farmers of disease break-out). 

It is therefore recommended that NICS implement an aggressive consolidation of the 
current 650 contact numbers across the NICS to help  manage short term risks around 
single number, whilst underpinning the drive to a f uture single number for all appropriate 
services in line with PSA 20. More specifically, it  is recommended that each 
department/agency should have no more than one phon e number per customer facing 
service (or service by customer segment – i.e. not organisational structure) by the end of 
2010. 
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The original NICS Contact Centre Strategy (2005) recommended a single NICS-branded multi-
channel capability with an initial focus on the telephony/voice channel. 

 

A future vision for “NI Direct” would therefore be: 

·  a flexible and comprehensive NICS-wide service; and 

·  adopting the most appropriate customer contact channels. 
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The diagram below represents the proposed ‘To-Be’ Model of customer service delivery in NICS, 
which is followed by explanatory text. The Model is not meant to be prescriptive such that each 
department and agency should fully implement all aspects, as each service will need to reflect the 
specifics of its own customer and service requirements; it does however represent the totality of 
what could be expected when viewed on a cross-NICS basis. 

It is also accepted and understood that there are a number of organizations within NICS (e.g. SSA 
and DVA) who are tied or are to be more integrated with non-NICS/Whitehall technical 
infrastructures within which decisions may have already been made on channels. 

The development of the telephony channel is progres sing with NI Direct Phase 1 and this 
will continue to be the priority for the next 12 to  18 months, as will the planned 
consolidation of web sites under a localised ‘Direc tGov’ model; however it is 
recommended that a broader, more multi-channel appr oach be adopted incrementally 
during 2009-2013 – with earlier tactical implementa tions (including pilots) as appropriate 
and as capacity allows.  
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The earlier Customer Segmentation section names some of the segments that could be used to 
develop knowledge of NICS customer behaviour. The key here is to realise that NICS need to pool 
experience and insight from the relevant departments and agencies and understand that a customer 
may exist in several segments based on their personal and employment circumstances. 
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This section lists the various channels through which NICS can deliver services and can be 
contacted by customers. It is not being suggested that every channel must be present but that an 
appropriate ‘mix’ will deliver the necessary service levels. It has been previously mentioned but the 
only channel in the above picture that is not currently delivered anywhere in NICS is Voice Self-
Service.  
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This box simply indicates the associated ‘opening hours’ of each of the channels, i.e. 

 = Standard office hours (9am – 5pm) 

 = A standard 8am – 8pm centre 

 = Twenty Four hours a day, seven days a week 

 

These values are purely indicative; the specifics of out of hours service delivery are not relevant for 
this document as they will be specific to a particular service/customer segmentation. 
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This section indicates some of the technology solutions that may be implemented in order to 
enhance the customer experience and increase customer satisfaction with NICS. 
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This group includes the staff working in the NI Direct Contact Centre and those that may be involved 
in the  face-to-face channel, regardless of the form it takes. 
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This group contains all the specialists from each department that falls under the scope of NI Direct. 
The staff will not be responsible for signposting or performing the more straightforward tasks, they 
will be responsible for the complex queries and processes that require complete knowledge of 
current legislation and operational procedures. 
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The services offered here are common to all departments and agencies in NICS and therefore there 
are considerable benefits to managing the service from one point and offering integration points to 
those that need it. The benefits include efficiencies of scale, risk management, simplified 
procurement and the development of a set of standards that may be applied across NICS as a 
whole. 
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The self-service resources are similar to the support services; they would offer a common integration 
point for self-service, regardless of the channel choice. 
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Services offered where appropriate with third party resources and partners in the wider public sector 
and the private sector. 

6��  �!%!3$��)
�!�$��%�")

There are many different aspects of Contact Centre technology that may be implemented and if 
done correctly will improve the customer experience and improve efficiency throughout the centre. 
This section of the document examines telephony technologies and how an implementation would 
improve service delivery. 

IVR Redesign : A clear and logical IVR is an important tool when delivering successful telephony in a 
Contact Centre. The cutting-edge aspects of this technology will be covered later; here we are 
examining how the construction and deployment of an IVR can positively affect customer satisfaction 
and also what pitfalls to avoid. 

Recommended Practice: 

·  An IVR should have at most four layers; 

·  Each layer should contain at most five options; 

·  Message recordings should be clear, concise and in plain English that the customer will 
understand; 

·  There should be a standard ‘Back’ option, i.e. ‘9’ should always take you to the last menu; 

·  There should be a set of emergency messages pre-recorded that can be turned on immediately 
in the event of a loss of service in the Centre – these messages should be tested and where 
appropriate direct customers to alternate channels; 

·  If possible, do not always offer an option to be directly connected to an agent – this trains the 
customer to avoid listening to the IVR; 

·  Test the IVR, build two or three potential structures and test them on staff and customers in 
order to receive feedback; and 

·  An IVR is not static, use reporting tools to analyse ongoing customer behaviour and adapt the 
IVR accordingly. 

Speech Self-Service IVR : Speech recognition technology has made giant strides in the past few 
years and implementations are becoming more widespread. The previous barriers (implementation 
costs, integration tools and dealing with accents and slang) have been addressed and the benefits 
are now being gained. The onset of standards such as VoiceXML 2.0 has reduced the costs 
associated with delivery of high-value applications and services. 

Recommended Practice: 

·  Customer sentiment and education is vitally important. If customers are convinced of the benefits 
and shown that the technology makes their life easier then they will be more inclined to use the 
service; 

·  Create applications that replace straightforward tasks i.e. balance checking, progress checking 
and then offer a chance to talk to an agent if there are any issues with the response; and 

·  Use personalisation to make the customer feel more comfortable with the service.  

Skill Based Routing : The skills mix in a Contact Centre is crucial; if an organisation is able to train 
staff in a series of different disciplines then this will enable a more flexible approach to meeting 
customer demand. If skill based routing is implemented and managed then this ensures that calls 
are routed to the agent who is best-suited to answer the call. This will increase customer satisfaction, 
(calls routed to the most suitable agent) balanced agent utilisation (agents answering calls based on 
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customer demand) and agent empowerment (the agent has the skill and the correct level of aptitude 
to help the customer.) 

Recommended Practice: 

·  Routing needs to be part of a continuous feedback loop, it is not a static tool that is implemented 
once; 

·  Agent skills need to be monitored and updated as and when necessary to reflect ongoing 
training and changes in skill levels as proficiency increases; 

·  Routing needs to be managed in order to avoid having a negative impact on customer service 
levels; and 

·  Attaching call data (CLI, DTMF input etc) will provide more information to the answering agent 
and allow for better customer service. 

Workforce Management : Workforce Management (WFM) implementations have recently become 
one of the more cost-effective in a Contact Centre environment. A WFM solution can transform the 
relationship between an organisation, its Contact Centre and the employees. A successful 
implementation will not only deliver new technology to the staff and managers but transform the 
operational processes and the day-to-day running of the centre. The reporting suite available from a 
leading-edge WFM solution will typically also deliver a series of detailed reports on Contact Centre 
performance. 

Benchmarking statistics show that approximately 70 per cent of costs associated with a Contact 
Centre are staff wages and coupled with the fact that an average customer service agent has a 
utilisation of approximately 60 per cent implies that successful time and resource management will 
lead to positive efficiency gains. WFM will also have a positive effect on your staff, enabling shift-
swapping, a centralised holiday planner and increased flexibility for part-time employees. 

Recommended Practice: 

·  Choose a technology vendor that fits with the long-term NICS IT strategy; 

·  WFM technology is actually the least important factor when it comes to implementation; the key 
factors (in order of importance) are people, process, operations and technology; and 

·  The process re-engineering that goes along with the implementation should create a robust 
forecasting and scheduling process that will allow a far greater understanding of customer 
demand and how best to meet it. 

360 degree customer view : The ‘screen-pop’ of customer information is typically based on CLI 
(Calling Line Identifier) but can also be based on information provided in the IVR. The content of this 
screen is vital when opening the personal dialogue between an agent and the customer. The screen 
should allow the agent to identify the customer using a standardised identification process (i.e. the 
customer is asked for character 3 and 5 of their password, the agent’s screen only shows those two 
digits, the rest are masked.) Once the customer has successfully identified themselves the agent 
should then see a history of the customer’s recent contacts and the progress of any unfinished 
processes. 

Recommended Practice: 

·  Use call information to pop the most appropriate screen in the application (this may be a different 
screen for each of the various enquiry types); 

·  Ensure that potentially sensitive data is only available to the correct subset of Centre staff; and 

·  Train staff on how to use the screen’s information to be pre-emptive and proactive in delivering 
customer service and building a relationship with the customers. 

Desktop Integration : The vast majority of CRM technologies implemented in Contact Centres come 
with a standard toolbar that can be used to handle calls routed to the agent. There has however 
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been a trend for development and delivery of a customised toolbar that enables further integration 
with software and hardware. This integration is usually simple (customised agent status options, call 
reason codes etc) but can be extended to include more complex integrations (a phonebook, real-
time agent statistics etc.) 

Recommended Practice: 

·  Find an integration partner who understands your business and has the experience / skills to 
develop a custom coded toolbar; and 

·  Pilot the toolbar extensively in order to ensure that it meets expectations and works as required 
in the Contact Centre environment. 

Contact Centre Reporting Suite : An MIS (Management Information System) in place in a Contact 
Centre will provide a mechanism for contact centres to comprehensively monitor and analyse the 
activity within the centre and help manage costs and drive through benefits. The system will enable 
collection of a combination of real-time statistics and time period (hourly, daily, weekly etc) statistics; 
the former used for adherence and wallboards, the latter for operational metrics and benchmarking. 

Recommended Practice: 

·  Choose a reporting suite that integrates with the organisation’s other IT infrastructure and is 
flexible enough to grow with the organisation should the centre’s operational metrics change; 
and 

·  Develop a customised set of reports for the relevant staff (from team leaders to CIO level) that 
enable the centre to be proactive if customer demand starts to change and reactive should 
demand fluctuate due to an unforeseen event. 

Contact Recording : A typical contact recording implementation enables the capture of voice 
recordings for a proportion of daily interactions; technology enhancements have enabled screen and 
voice capture at the same time to further enhance the recording possibilities. The technology 
advances have also enabled a more complex recording algorithm (i.e. all calls from a certain IVR 
path, all calls over 5 minutes in length and a variable proportion of all calls to the centre.) The 
technology also provides an excellent training tool; performance managers can listen to calls to 
identify skills gaps and then train agents accordingly. The managers can also identify best practices 
and use them in training sessions to help get particular messages across. 

Recommended Practice: 

·  Always allow the customer an opportunity to opt-out of call recording; 

·  Ensure that call recordings form an important factor in the ongoing performance management of 
agents; and 

·  The recordings should be stored according to government standards regarding data privacy. 
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The face-to-face channel is traditionally one of the most expensive channels but by following 
generally recognised best practice and innovating it can deliver vital services to those who need 
them the most. 
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There is considerable pressure to find efficiencies whilst still maintaining a visible presence in the 
cities and towns across Northern Ireland. It makes sense to utilise this opportunity to consider 
reducing the operating costs by sharing resources and office space – rather than 
departments/agencies conducting completely separate reviews of their office networks. In doing so it 
may be possible for all NICS departments to offer services in more locations across Northern Ireland 
and still meet efficiency targets - the real driver here is to deliver more benefit from this cost.  

The Independent Review of Policy on Location of Public Sector Jobs, chaired by Professor Sir 
George Bain, recently published its findings and recommendations highlighting the opportunities for 
clustering and co-location of public services, including the potential for ‘one-stop shops’. The Review 
has also recommended that NICS should explore the potential for developing a network of regional 
satellite offices that could serve mobile public sector workers from a range of organisations. 

This concept has already been implemented successfully in the GB local government and abroad 
(e.g. Liverpool Direct, Highlands and Islands Service Point Network, Swansea Council and on a 
much larger scale Service Canada) and consideration should therefore be given to a pilot of this in 
Northern Ireland. There is already an example of this within NICS, with SSA and DEL having a 
combined front office presence across the province. The demographics of Northern Ireland are such 
that there will be a likely need for more than one service delivery model depending on location (e.g. 
city or rural). 

The branding of a joined-up face-to-face channel could fall neatly in line with the current NI Direct 
offerings and a joined up approach to the channels would enable processes to map from one to the 
other. The key when considering this channel is that although we want customers to use the services 
offered we do not want them to believe that staff in a face-to-face centre are able to deliver ‘better’ 
service than those on the phone.  

The one stop shop would offer a range of government services under one roof and there is no 
reason why they cannot be operated in conjunction with NI Local Government and/or other third-
party organisations (i.e. Citizen’s Advice Bureaux, Post Offices, supermarkets etc.).  

There are currently two main operating models: one is to create a series of counters within the shop 
with a shared reception, and the customer then simply visits the counter for the relevant agency; or 
to operate a series of counters with agents that can help with any query. The first option is less risky 
but does not offer the ‘joined-up working’ that is key to the future of NI Direct. The second option 
treats the shop as a Contact Centre and requires that all agents are trained in a similar way; in fact it 
is possible to connect the shops to the Contact Centre and if the shop is not busy, the agents can 
answer calls like any other agent. 

A one stop shop may also offer a range of channels: 

·  A freephone or videophone that automatically connects to NI Direct in case the shop is very 
busy; 

·  Kiosks to offer self-service for customers who do not want to talk to an agent or where 
appropriate during out of hours; 

·  PCs with internet access in order to improve web-literacy and start the channel transition; and 

·  A high speed printing on demand service should a customer require a specific form. 
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The shop may also offer the following services: 

·  Identification and verification for transactions across all NICS departments (e.g. requirement to 
present physical documents); 

·  Bookable (on a cross-NICS/NI Government basis) meeting rooms for customer appointments; 

·  Larger spaces for surgeries/roadshows; 

·  A drop-in point for remote NICS staff to allow printing, device synchronisation and training; 

·  Payment services (including NICS departments, parking tickets & fines, travel passes, etc); 

·  Tourism / leaflets; 

·  Trading standards; 

·  Electoral services; and 

·  Local council services. 

The range of services on offer can vary between shops depending on location and demographics 
and if customers are able to make appointments up to a week in advance then it allows for proactive 
planning and demand management. 
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The programme should seek to pilot and evaluate 3 or 4 different models in different types 
(geographic / outlet) of location. 

This pilot programme would enable NICS to gauge popular sentiment towards the shops and uptake 
of the services offered and having more than one site offers NICS to offer a different mix of services 
in a rural setting to that offered in an urban location. The development of an outline plan of these 
pilots is also recommended, considering the following factors: 

·  Location; 

·  Opening hours; 

·  Mix of Services; and 

·  Potential partnerships with others outside of NICS. 

 

 

Consultation with the citizen should be included th rough the scoping, delivery and 
evaluation of the pilot.  It is recommended that co nsideration be given to using the 
Consumer Councils’ consumer panels during the scopi ng stage, and that the scoping 
study outlines how citizen / customer consultation will be delivered throughout the rest of 
the programme. 

A scoping study for the pilot programme should be d eveloped by the end of 2009, to 
include scoping which services, department / agenci es / wider public sector bodies, 
models and locations should be included.  The study  will also identify costs and funding 
arrangements. 

It is recommended that NICS develop a pilot program me of face to face service delivery 
under the “NI Direct” brand to be delivered during 2010. 



 NICS Channel Strategy 

Version 1.0 - 2nd April 2009   32 

6�,  ����!'3���!��!

The government and its respective agencies produce more correspondence than any other 
organisation in Northern Ireland and therefore this offers a fantastic opportunity to deliver the correct 
message to the customer; however bad correspondence can not only confuse the customer but lead 
to customers calling/emailing or visiting for clarification on the contents of the message.  

 

Understood best practice includes: 

·  Liaising with an organisation such as the Crystal Mark in order to ensure that Plain English is 
used as much as possible; 

·  Consider the customer’s needs when sending out each piece of correspondence – is the 
communication necessary and adds value to customer, as well as whether or not such 
correspondence is the most effective way of communicating the message; 

·  Look to pre-populate / simplify any forms in order to reduce the need for a customer to contact 
for help; 

·  If the forms are complex consider the best way to help the customer (an instruction booklet, 
online help, recording a help video, surgeries in local offices etc.); and 

·  In order to reduce costs and the environmental impact make forms available online to download 
or install printing on demand in offices.   
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The natural progression for the NI Direct Contact Centre is to introduce email handling as an 
additional service (see Section 7 recommendations). This is common best practice throughout the 
industry and offers an excellent opportunity to deliver a new customer service channel without a 
substantial financial investment. 

There are two main methods of delivering this service, a standard email address (e.g. 
contact@nidirect.gov.uk) or a structured webform that the customer needs to complete and then is 
sent as an email into the centre. There has been significant improvement in the past few years with 
regard to ‘content scanning’ of inbound emails for keywords but the second option offers more 
opportunities with regards to service delivery, Management Information and routing. The options 
selected in the webform will allow the queuing technology to route the email to the most appropriate 
group within the centre or the specialists within each department. The more evolved webforms are 
also dynamic, asking specific questions based on query type and also offer an online FAQ service 
that can attempt to solve the query instantly. 

This service is usually coupled with telephony in a Contact Centre because it is relatively 
straightforward to cross train staff in the associated skills and deliver a multi-skill environment. The 
nature of the contact types (telephony is instant response and email is time-delayed) means that the 
centre can handle peaks and troughs in demand by managing the work schedules of the agents. 
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Outbound messaging can typically be broken down into two types, information requests or updates 
and reminders.  

It is recommended that departments and agencies tha t make up NICS conduct a review of 
their correspondence and look to employ generally r ecognised best practices wherever 
possible . 
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The first type, information requests, typically occurs if a process is currently waiting for input from the 
customer and will typically be delivered over email or may cross channels to correspondence 
depending on content and customer. A managed set of outbound content templates will reduce 
complexity, offer branding opportunities and deliver a consistent message to the customer. 

The second type, updates and reminders offer an opportunity to offer personalised customer service 
and minimise wastage in the system. Customer service is delivered by regularly updating a customer 
of the progress of their particular case; typically it will be delivered via email or SMS. These updates 
help manage customer expectation, deliver a pro-active service and reduce the number of inbound 
‘chase’ contacts. The reminders are typically a combination of email and SMS, if a customer has an 
appointment at a particular location then an outbound email with the appointment details (time, 
location, attendees, required information) can be sent 3 days before and an SMS sent the night 
before/morning of the meeting. This would increase attendance at meetings and a cancellation line 
would also minimise wasted time and bookings. 
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The combination of customer demographics, attitudes and current NICS risk profile indicate that a 
full transition to e-delivery is not appropriate at the moment; however it would be incorrect to discard 
them from the current strategy. There will clearly become a time in the future when broadband 
internet connections are more widespread and population demographics have shifted. This channel 
transition will be suitable once demand is high enough and the NICS – customer relationship is 
strong enough to act as a driver for change. 

The key factor when considering the future direction of NICS services is to build foundations upon 
which technology may be built, e.g. the face-to-face agents in shops should have access to the 
same information as those in NI Direct contact centres.  

 

There is no reason why services cannot be used by separate channels, e.g. a comprehensive 
knowledge management tool that can be used by customer service agents can also be partially 
exposed on the internet to allow customers to find out for themselves, before they contact NI Direct. 

An ideal place to start is to consider the common services that span the departments of NICS (see 
below). The second consideration should be a shared technology backbone across the channels, i.e. 
internet self service, telephony self service, kiosks and iDTV can share certain technology and again 
reduce implementation costs and associated risk. 
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A set of common support services should be developed that can be shared to reduce costs and that 
will offer standard integration points for a range of channel technologies. Where appropriate these 
common support services could also be provided from outside of NICS, e.g. the Government 
Gateway. There are clearly several services that are common to all the departments and agencies in 
the NICS, for example: 

·  Identification and verification; 

·  Taking payments; 

·  Debt management; 

·  Correspondence and fulfilment; and 

·  Campaign and promotion management. 

It is recommended that integration points and proce sses built are not dependent on 
specific channels. 
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A centrally (or lead department/agency) managed and operated ‘menu’ of services would enable the 
departments and agencies of the NICS to avail of these services without the need for individual 
procurement and implementation projects.  

Generally the theme of ‘common infrastructure’ is vital for NICS moving forward, the contact 
channels themselves, the sharing of common services mentioned above and operational tools (Case 
Management, Knowledge Management etc.) can all be managed in a common way and therefore 
deliver consistent, high quality service to the Northern Ireland customer base at a lower cost. 

 

* Service-oriented architecture (SOA) is a methodology for systems development and integration 
where functionality is grouped around business processes and packaged as interoperable services. 
SOA also describes an IT infrastructure which allows different applications to exchange data with 
one another as they participate in business processes. (Newcomer, Eric; Lomow, Greg (2005). 
Understanding SOA with Web Services) 

Although much of the key underlying IT infrastructu re building blocks already exists 
across a common platform in NICS (e.g. Network NI a nd Records NI), an ongoing 
‘enterprise information management’ approach to int egrating information sources and the 
flow of information is required to create single vi ews is critical, utilising as appropriate 
Services-Oriented Architectures *  and process management. 
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A vital component of any channel strategy is to consider the ability of the target organisation to 
execute that strategy. Factors that influence the ability to execute are: 

·  Sponsorship and leadership; 

·  Current capacity/workload; 

·  The demands of other implementation programmes; 

·  Staff experience/knowledge; and 

·  Risk management. 
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Driving forward a channel strategy that is consistently designed and built around the needs of 
customers (not departments and agencies) and adopts a “design once, deploy many times” shared-
service approach to procurement, implementation, integration and deployment will require cross-
NICS support, coordination and delivery. 

Cross-NICS sponsorship and leadership at the most senior level will be a critical success factor for 
the delivery of the key recommendations in this strategy. 

 

 

 

These include: 

·  The form and format of reporting by Departments and Agencies on cost-to-serve baselines and 
strategies for change; and 

·  The sharing of customer information. 

It is also recommended that a working group be form ed from approximately 5 or 6 of the 
Service Delivery and Channel Development Champions to be jointly Chaired by DFP’s 
Corporate Services Director and in independent to r epresent the voice of the customer, 
e.g. the Chief Executive of the Consumer Council, a nd attended by the Director of Delivery 
and Innovation Division and the NI Direct Programme  Director. This ‘Channel Working 
Group’ would be responsible for considering and mak ing recommendations to the PSG 
Citizen Facing Reform Sub-Group on strategic cross- NICS issues that are key building 
blocks to the successful delivery of this strategy.  

It is further recommended that each Department and,  where appropriate, Agency should 
nominate a Senior Civil Servant to act as Service D elivery and Channel Development 
Champion to drive forward initiatives at a Departme ntal/Agency level – this is not likely to 
be a dedicated post, but integrated into an existin g role, where it exists, that has a focus on 
customer service within the organisation.  

It is recommended that the Permanent Secretaries Gr oup, through their Citizen Facing 
Sub-Group, should be the Senior Sponsors charged wi th driving forward this cross-NICS 
strategy. 
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The diagram below contains the 4 ‘tests’ that any new project should be measured against. 
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It is clear that the demands of the NI Reform Programme and the risks involved with the range of 
implementations have staff working at full capacity. There is currently a great deal of change going 
on throughout NICS and the NI Direct Programme should liaise with departments in order to 
determine when this demand is at its highest and try to avoid any clashes. 

The NI Direct Programme team need to work with other NICS shared services and the citizen facing 
reform programme on the development of any new work to ensure that schedule clashes are 
minimised and that critical milestones are planned around peak volumes and minimise the effects on 
the day-to-day running of the individual departments. 

The NI Direct Programme, particularly as it moves into Phase 2, will drive a significant element of the 
required service design consistency. However it should be noted that much of the change that needs 
to happen is within agencies and departments, which will involve significant cross-departmental 
working if a new and improved customer experience is to be delivered. 

 

 

It is recommended that the NI Direct Programme team , working in close partnership with 
its private sector partner and DID, should as part of Phase 2 develop a specialist advisory 
capability to assist departments and agencies to de velop new customer experiences and 
deliver the change necessary. 
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The ability to share citizen/customer information between NICS Departments/Agencies will be a 
critical success factor of any project to take forward a joined-up service delivery initiative, multi-
channel or otherwise. It is imperative therefore that Departments and Agencies have a clear 
understanding of what and how such information can be shared. 

The Information Commissioner’s Office recently published its ‘Framework code of practice for 
sharing personal information’, which is aimed at helping organisations to make sure that they 
address all the main data protection compliance issues that are likely to arise when sharing 
information. 

It is important to note that the Information Commissioner is keen to promote the benefits of sharing 
of information in line with best practice, including how it can support more efficient, easier to access 
services. The framework code of practice will help to make sure that the benefits of information 
sharing are delivered, while maintaining public trust and respecting personal privacy. 

 

 

It is recommended that DID, on behalf of NICS, take  forward an initiative to directly work 
with the Information Commissioner to promote the fr amework code of practice and 
specifically work on reducing any barriers, perceiv ed or otherwise, to data sharing across 
NICS, including where appropriate and necessary the  need for any enabling legislative 
interventions.  
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This Channel Strategy has detailed the changes that should take place but this section of the 
document concerns when these changes should take place. 

The diagram below is intended to provide a summary roadmap of priorities and timings over the next 
3 to 5 years based on the recommendations in this Strategy. 

The roadmap is built upon the key priority of delivering and improving the telephony channel through 
the NI Direct Programme Phase 1 and then through Phase 2, with a broader more multi-channel 
approach being adopted incrementally from mid -2009. 
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We have set out in this section a full summary of the key recommendations contained in our report: 

a. The development of the telephony channel is progressing with NI Direct Phase 1 and this 
should continue to be the priority for the next 12 to 18 months, as should the planned 
consolidation of web sites under a localised ‘DirectGov’ model; however it is recommended 
that a broader, more multi-channel approach be adopted incrementally during 2009-2013 – 
with earlier tactical implementations (including pilots) as appropriate and as capacity 
allows; 

b. Departments and agencies to analyse their current channels of service accessed by 
customers, along with the channels’ performance and reliability; baseline data should also 
be gathered for cost-to-serve on current channels to better understand what channels 
actually cost. The form and format of reporting by departments and agencies on these 
baselines, along with any strategies for change, requires further consideration in 
consultation with departments and agencies - with the Performance Management 
Framework developed by the Cabinet Office’s Contact Council informing these 
considerations; 

c. Adopt a “design once, deploy many times” shared-service approach to procurement, 
implementation, integration and deployment to deliver best value for money and manage 
risks; 

d. Build channel integration points and processes that are not dependent on specific channels 
to facilitate the future integration of extended and new channels; 

e. The Delivery and Innovation Division, working in partnership with the NI Direct Programme 
and NISRA, should drive and coordinate customer insight on a cross-NICS basis; 

f. Adopt an ‘enterprise information management’ approach to integrating information sources 
and the flow of information to create single information views; building upon and exploiting 
existing building blocks in the common cross-NICS technical infrastructure and utilising as 
appropriate Services-Oriented Architectures and process management; 

g. Implement an aggressive consolidation of the current contact numbers across the NICS 
such that each department/agency should have no more than one phone number per 
customer facing service (or service by customer segment – i.e. not organisational 
structure) by the end of 2010; 

h. The NI Direct Programme to consider the feasibility of introducing a structured email 
management service into Phase 1, utilising and building upon the existing NICS email and 
NI Direct infrastructure; initially piloting for the anchor tenants, prior to any wider roll-out; 

i. DID to work with the NI Direct Programme to look at the potential for how further 
exploitation of the current SMS services infrastructure for the exchange of structured 
messages could benefit the anchor tenants and their customers; 

j. Develop a pilot programme of face-to-face service delivery under the “NI Direct” brand to 
be delivered during 2010.  The programme should seek to pilot and evaluate 3 or 4 
different models in different types of location (geographic / outlet);  

k. A scoping study for the pilot programme of face-to-face service delivery should be 
developed by the end of 2009, to include scoping which services, department / agencies / 
wider public sector bodies, models and locations should be included.  The scoping study 
will also identify costs and funding arrangements. Consultation with the citizen should be 
included through the scoping, delivery and evaluation of the pilot; 

l. Departments and agencies to conduct a review of their correspondence and look to employ 
best practices wherever possible; 
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m. The Permanent Secretaries Group, through their Citizen Facing Reform Sub-Group, should 
be the Senior Sponsors charged with driving forward this cross-NICS strategy; 

n. Each Department and, where appropriate, Agency should nominate a Senior Civil Servant 
to act as Service Delivery and Channel Development Champion to drive forward initiatives 
at a Departmental/Agency level;  

o. A working group should be formed to consider and make recommendations to the PSG 
Citizen Facing Reform Sub-Group on the strategic cross-NICS issues that are the key 
building blocks to the successful delivery of this strategy; to be formed from approximately 
5 or 6 of the Service Delivery and Channel Development Champions to be jointly Chaired 
by DFP’s Corporate Services Director and an independent to represent the voice of the 
customer, e.g. the Chief Executive of the Consumer Council, and attended by Director of 
Delivery and Innovation Division and the NI Direct Programme Director;  

p. The NI Direct Programme team, working in close partnership with its private sector partner 
and DID, should as part of Phase 2 develop a specialist advisory capability to assist 
departments and agencies to develop new customer experiences and deliver the change 
necessary; 

q. DID, on behalf of NICS, should take forward an initiative to directly work with the 
Information Commissioner to promote the framework code of practice for sharing personal 
information and specifically work on reducing any barriers, perceived or otherwise, to data 
sharing across NICS, including where appropriate and necessary the need for any 
enabling legislative interventions; and 

r. Continue to exploit the work of the Cabinet Office and learning from the experience of 
others through the Delivery Council and Contact Council. 


