

Developing Best Practice in Quality Customer Service (QCS): The Irish Public Service Experience






Dr. Peter C. Humphreys, Institute of Public Administration, Ireland	13


THE 9TH. NISPAcee ANNUAL CONFERENCE:
10-12 May 2001 (Riga, Latvia)








"GOVERNMENT, MARKET AND THE CIVIC SECTOR: THE SEARCH FOR A PRODUCTIVE PARTNERSHIP"

WORKING GROUP ON BETTER QUALITY
ADMINISTRATION FOR THE PUBLIC








Developing Best Practice in Quality Customer Service (QCS):
The Irish Public Service Experience






Dr. Peter C. Humphreys,
Director of Research,
Institute of Public Administration (IPA),
Vergemount Hall,
Clonskeagh,
Dublin, 6, Ireland.
1.  Objectives of the Paper

The Irish public service currently employs 235,000 people (or approximately 14% of those in work nationally) and directly provides a wide range of services that are essential for the economic and social progress of the country. These services include central and local government administration, the military and police forces, the education and health sectors, as well as a wide variety of other regulatory and non-commercial public bodies The public service in Ireland does not include those publicly owned companies that provided marketed goods and services and such organisations are not included in the scope of this paper. For information, a further 50,000 staff are employed in such commercial State companies providing, for example, transport and energy goods and service (see Humphreys and Gorman, 1987 and Humphreys, 1983)..  The primary objective of this paper is to draw upon the latest research findings in order to examine critically the efforts being made at national and local government levels, within Ireland, to achieve real improvements in the quality of services delivered by public bodies to the citizen.   

The paper will do this in three main ways:

	It will review briefly the current internal and external pressures on the Irish public service that are creating a climate for change.

It outlines the main Irish developments that have taken place to improve the quality of services delivered by the public service and
It seeks to identify some of the key challenges to be faced by public service managers, in Ireland and elsewhere, in their efforts to meet the needs of the citizens they serve more effectively. 

For the purpose of this paper, quality is defined as the extent to which service delivery and/or service outcomes meet with the informed expectations and defined needs of the citizen.

The research findings reported on in the paper are informed by four main methodological approaches:

	A detailed review and evaluation of relevant Quality Customer Service (QCS) and change management literature in order to identify key issues and developments.
The collation, analysis and evaluation of relevant international approaches to QCS by public service bodies.

Structured discussions with key personnel in central departments, external agencies, commercial and voluntary organisations, trades unions, as well as a cross-section of public service providers and
In-depth case study analyses of Irish central and local government organisations that have pioneered QCS and/or engagement with the citizen.

A more detailed exploration of the issues discussed in this paper can be found in detailed studies by Humphreys (1998), Humphreys, Fleming and O'Donnell (1999), Humphreys, Butler and O'Donnell (2001), that are available to download at http://www.irlgov.ie/cpmr.  

2.  Social and Economic Drivers for Change

While the types of issues and challenges identified and discussed in this paper will be similar in many other countries, it is important for understanding the specific approach that has been adopted in Ireland to have some appreciation of the particular national socio-economic and administrative context within which that approach has developed. In Ireland's case, this is particularly important because, over the past 10 years, we have experienced, and are continuing to experience, a rate of economic growth and social change, which is unprecedented in the history of the State.  

In Ireland's case, it is vitally important to place the issue of quality customer service (QCS) at the centre of the national stage because:

	As a small open economy within the European Union EU), and given their strategic importance, quality public services have a vital role to play in creating and sustaining the necessary environment for socio-economic growth to continue.

Since 1994, the Irish public service has been undergoing a major programme of modernisation: the Strategic Management Initiative (SMI).  From the citizen’s viewpoint, the State's ability to deliver quality services will be the key test of the success of the SMI as a whole.
In addition to their engagement through the democratic process, citizens are gaining a new voice in the development of QCS, including through formal partnership arrangements with government. In the future, expectations are likely to rise amongst citizens for an effective voice on customer service issues and the public service will need to be innovative in responding to these wishes.
	At the present time, the Irish public service is competing as never before with private companies to recruit and retain the best staff.  While the public service is likely to remain uncompetitive on wages, re-invigorating a culture of service to the citizens could improve the motivation of public servants, as well as the public services’ position as an 'employer of choice'.
	Finally, given the high level of existing involvement with information technology (IT) based industries, Ireland's educated workforce and our critical dependence on internationally traded goods and services, Ireland has been keen to exploit the potential benefits offered by e-commerce. Likewise, the revolutionary potential offered by IT has the ability to transform the way Ireland is governed (e-government) and greatly improve the potential for improved access to services by citizens (see Bellamy 1996).  In fact there is now a growing recognition that with developing information and communication technologies (ICTs) the potential exists, as never before, to transform government departments/offices into genuinely public service bodies.  

In combination, these inter-linked social and economic factors represent significant drivers for change and offer the opportunity to achieve substantial improvements in the delivery of quality services to the Irish public.  It is also important to note that in Ireland, this process has been supported by the long-term interest of politicians in the Oireachtas (the National Parliament), whatever their specific political affiliation. 

3.  Main QCS Developments in the Irish Public Service

Internationally, governments are striving to achieve significant improvements in the quality of services provided by their public bodies often as a core component of wider reform programmes (see OECD 1996).  Quite simply, there has been a growing recognition internationally that QCS is good for business, whether in the public or private sectors.  That same recognition is also taking root in the Irish public service and significant progress has been made to date.

3.1 Strategic Management Initiative (SMI)
The provision of quality services by public bodies to the wide range of customers they serve is at the heart of the current programme of public service reform, the Strategic Management Initiative (SMI).  Delivering Better Government (DBG: 1996) saw “the achievement of an excellent service … for the public as customers” as the central thrust to its change agenda.  Indeed, given the significance of the services delivered by public bodies to the economic and social well-being of the nation, it has been argued that the Strategic Management Initiative’s ability to deliver significantly improved services to the citizens that ultimately pay for, and use, those services will be a litmus test for the success or otherwise of the SMI as a whole.  Equally, failure in this area could undermine fundamentally external perceptions of the role and contribution of the public service in modern Ireland.

3.2 Building Blocks for Change
However, it is important not to view the comparatively recent QCS Initiative (1997) within the Civil Service in isolation.  Rather it builds upon, and has the potential to develop further, a number of other major relevant policy developments at national level that help lay the foundation for a quality customer service.  Such building blocks would include:

·	The Ombudsman Act (1980)
·	Serving the Country Better (1985)
·	The launch of the SMI itself (1994)
·	Delivering Better Government/Better Local Government (1996)
·	Public Service Management Act (1997),
·	The Freedom of Information Act (1997),
·	The Quality Customer Service Initiative itself (1997) and
·	The Equal Status Act (2000) This latter and most recent piece of legislation outlaws discrimination in relation to the disposal of goods and premises; the provision of services, facilities and accommodation; as well as participation in educational establishments and clubs.  The legislation outlaws discrimination on the grounds of gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, race and membership of the Traveller Community. .

In addition, for many years, a number of individual Departments/Offices had already made significant, pro-active efforts to improve the quality of services delivered to their customers.  Such bodies would include the Department of Agriculture and Food, the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs and the Office of the Revenue Commissioners (see Humphreys 1998).  As research by Irish Marketing Surveys (1997) showed, these three organisations alone account for over 90% of contacts with the entire Civil Service by the general public.

3.3 The QCS Initiative (1997 onwards)
As part of the SMI Programme, in May 1997, a new QCS Initiative was launched to promote the wider and more co-ordinated adoption of improved customer service standards by civil service departments.  Initially, each department was required to produce a two-year Customer Action Plan indicating how they intended to improve the delivery of quality customer service in the areas for which they were responsible.  However, having reviewed the progress made, the Government established a new high-level QCS Working Group in autumn 1999 which made a number of key recommendations to Government, which were adopted in July 2000.  These recommendations included the requirement that, from the beginning of 2001, each civil service department is required to produce a new Customer Action Plan, which addresses a number of key issues. In summary, each department has to:

1.	Ensure staff are recognised as internal customers and are properly supported and consulted with regard to service delivery issues.
2.	Take a pro-active approach to providing clear, timely and accurate information that is available at all points of contact and meets the requirements of people with specific needs.  Continue to simplify rules, regulations, forms, information leaflets and procedures.
3.	Publish and display QCS standards that outline the nature and quality of service that external customers can expect.
4.	Deliver quality services with courtesy, sensitivity and the minimum delay, within a climate of mutual respect between provider and customer.
5.	Provide clean and accessible public offices, which ensure privacy, comply with occupational and safety standards and facilitate access for people with specific needs.
6.	Where feasible, provide choice in service delivery in terms of payment methods, location of contact points, opening hours and delivery times.  Use available and emerging technologies to ensure maximum access and choice, and quality of delivery.
7.	Ensure the rights to equal treatment established by equality legislation, and accommodate diversity, so as to contribute to equality for the groups covered by that legislation.  Identify and work to eliminate barriers to access to services for people experiencing poverty and social exclusion, as well as those facing geographic barriers to services.
8.	Provide quality services through Irish and/or bilingually and inform customers of their rights to choose to be dealt with through one or other of the official languages.
9.	Provide a structured approach to meaningful consultation with, and participation by, the customer in relation to the development, delivery and review of services.  Ensure meaningful evaluation of service delivery.
10.	Foster a more co-ordinated and integrated approach to delivery of public service.
11.	Maintain a well-publicised, accessible, transparent and simple-to-use system of dealing with complaints about the quality of service provided.
12.	Similarly, maintain a formalised, well-publicised, accessible, transparent and simple-to-use system of appeal/review for customers who are dissatisfied with decisions in relation to services.
Full details of the new Guiding Principles for Quality Customer service adopted by the Irish Government are given at Annex 1.

Information Technology (IT)
In taking the QCS Initiative forward, the government has also stressed that best use be made of available and emerging technologies to facilitate improved access to information and improved customer choice through the development of on-line services.  Of particular relevance in this regard is the Government decision on Information Society (IS) developments and on the adoption of an E-Broker model as the framework within which electronic public services should be delivered (see http://www.reach.ie/). An intranet site is also being developed to provide:

·	On-line support for the network of departmental QCS Officers;
·	Encourage departments/offices to share best practice and
·	Inform people across the service on the latest QCS developments.

Guidelines have been issued to inform and ensure consistency of standards for departmental websites and standards for departmental websites are to be incorporated into the new round of Customer Action Plans.  In addition, on-line services are also currently being provided by the Office of the Revenue Commissioners (ROS), the Land Registry and the FÁS (National Employment Service) on-line jobs service.  An SMI website has been launched as a central information and contact point at http://www.bettergov.ie.

3.5 The Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (2000)
To underpin these efforts, the need for continued improvement in the quality of public services has been reiterated in the current national pay agreement: the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (PPF), which covers all parts of the public service.  The PPF (2000) stresses that ‘improved standards of service follow from a strong focus on the needs of recipients, the setting of challenging standards in service delivery, and making the best use of available resources.  In this context, it is essential to provide for consultation with, and feedback from, both the providers and users of the services in order to identify the required improvements and validate the progress being made subsequently in improving service delivery’ (p.21).  

A strong focus on the needs of customers, effective consultation with the providers and users of services, setting and achieving challenging standards, identifying areas for improvement and monitoring the progress made are all key elements of the QCS improvement process.  In fact, PPF (2000) sets out one of the primary objectives of the modernisation of the public service as “to provide excellent services that meet recipients’ needs in a timely and efficient manner”.  To act as an additional incentive, the PPF provides that certain pay increases(s) will be paid in return for the agreement and achievement of specific performance indicators, one of which is ‘the implementation of challenging service standards set in consultation with the recipients of the service’.  Provision is also made for the establishment of Quality Assurance Groups for each sector, whose remit is to ensure that such performance indicators are sufficiently challenging.  

3.6 Developments in the Wider Public Service
These important initiatives in the civil service have been mirrored by similar developments in the wider public service. In this respect, there is little doubt that individual organisations in the public service have made considerable efforts to significantly improve the quality of service delivered (see Humphreys, Fleming and O’Donnell, 1999).  At the sectoral level, it is also evident that significant efforts have been made prior to the advent of the QCS Initiative in 1997.  Such examples include:

	The Code of Practice and Charter of Rights for the delivery of service to customers of the Revenue Commissioners;

The Charter of Rights for Hospital Patients (1992) and Shaping a Healthier Future (1994), produced by the Department of Health and Children;
The Department of Agriculture and Food’s Charter of Rights for Farmers, as well as;
The Department of the Environment and Local Government’s programme for Better Local Government (1996)

In addition, individual public service bodies have taken initiatives. For example:

	An Garda Síochána’s (the National Police Force) Quality Customer Service Action Plan: Putting People First (1998), as well as, for example, 

The Equality Authority’s Customer Service Action Plan.

Within the local government sector, Modernising Government – the Challenge for Local Government (2000) recognises that delivering quality customer services is at the heart of the current reform programme. Accordingly, it launches a range of common Service Indicators for each local authority, which will help individual authority’s benchmark their performance against others.  Progress against these indicators is to be reported in the 2000 series of Annual Reports, with the intention of rolling out this quantitative approach to service and standards setting.

Finally, under the PPF, it is envisaged that the Principles should apply to all public services and that they should now be extended by each Department to include any public service organisation, agency or body for which it has responsibility.  In so doing, however, it is acknowledged that many public service bodies have already made significant progress and that developments under PPF in the wider public service will complement work already in hand.

3.7 Involvement with Quality Accreditation Schemes
Within Ireland, two main quality accreditation schemes operate at present. These are ISO 9000 and the Q-Mark.  While there has been considerable involvement with ISO 9000 in the private sector (e.g. the financial institutions, IT software and hardware companies, the legal profession, healthcare and the transport sector), as well as commercial state companies, there has been only limited participation to date by the civil service, local authorities and wider public service, due to its traditionally strong emphasis upon processes (see http://www.iso.ch/). On the other hand, the Q-Mark is based on the principles of Business Excellence Model (BEM) and is derived from the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) Excellence Model (see http://www.efqm.org/).  As such it aims to provide a broader ambit of quality service than ISO 9000.  The Q-Mark is a diagnostic framework that links together all existing quality improvement schemes within an organisation. The Q-Mark was originally based on ISO 9000 but more recently has transferred to the EFQM model.  However, engagement by the public service has been limited and active consideration is being given to lighter frameworks such as the Common Assessment Framework (CAF)(see http://www.eipa.nl/) as well as the possibility of introducing a new QCS Mark specifically geared to the needs and demands of the Irish public service (see Humphreys, Butler and O'Donnell 2001).

3.8 Transforming organisational culture
One of the reasons that there is now active support being given to the wider involvement of public service bodies with quality service accreditation and recognition schemes is the growing recognition that the re-focusing of an organisation on the needs of the citizen, rather than the processes of the organisation itself, requires little less than a fundamental transformation in organisational culture. "For too long, the organisation and management of the public sector seem to have taken on a life of their own. A country's citizens were almost after thoughts to the complex network of structures, policies and systems internal to government. However, the reversion to a client focus in government changes substantially the operating environment for both elected officials and public service employees.... Service quality is so much more than saying 'We'll answer the telephone in three rings or fewer'.  It is a continuous effort to improve quality in every way possible. That means that as elected officials and as public service employees, we can expect the words 'service' and 'quality' to become virtually interchangeable in our lives. And the public will certainly look upon that as good news" (Eggleton, 1996, pp. 219-223). 

Speaking from his extensive experience as President of the Treasury Board (Canada), Eggleton stresses that effective improvements in service delivery systems require more than superficial changes in work practices. The commitment to providing and improving the quality of services delivered to the public has to be mainstreamed within the organisation.  It has to become an integral part of the way that public body functions in both its internal operations and external interface with the general public. It often requires nothing less than a fundamental top-down and bottom-up reorientation of the established organisational culture.  The truth of these words has certainly been demonstrated, in Ireland, by the experiences of the Office of the Revenue Commissioners (see Humphreys 1998) and the Department of Social Community and Family Affairs, as well as individual local authorities like Meath County Council (see Humphreys, Fleming and O'Donnell 1999).

4.  Key Management Challenges

By drawing upon Irish experience to date, as well as the experiences in OECD countries have been seeking to implement quality policies within their public services since the mid/late 1980s, it is possible to identify a number of key management challenges that need to be addressed effectively if quality public services are to be provided to citizens.  

These challenges include:

	The promotion and acceptance of quality customer service as one of the key principles of public service delivery.  To achieve this, quality needs to be an integral part of services and to be seen as the responsibility of everyone involved in the design and delivery of services.
	Visible and effective leadership at the most senior level is a pre-requisite for building a customer focus in public service bodies, together with the championing of quality customer service values throughout the organisation and its business processes.

Quality public services need to be developed, designed and delivered in a manner, which is genuinely customer-focused and responsive to changing customer needs and expectations.
Within the public service in particular, the complex relationship between the customer and the range of other stakeholders (including the staff, the taxpayer and elected representatives) needs to be understood and managed effectively to minimise conflicts of interests in terms of what is understood as quality customer service.
	Challenges relate also to the nature of public services, their diversity and complexity, and to the fact that roles, responsibilities, functions and budgets are externally imposed upon public service organisations. 
Quality customer service relates essentially to how customers perceive services and how these experiences relate to expectations.  Quality customer services need to be refocused on the customer and this will require citizen participation in the design and delivery of services.  Real participation will require customer and citizen involvement to move beyond consultation towards the promotion of partnership and negotiation between all stakeholders.


It is also abundantly clear from past experience that addressing these challenges effectively raises issues that strike at the heart of an organisation’s mission and purpose and in many cases would involve nothing less than a radical transformation.

Perhaps one interesting final question to reflect upon is: How can we recognise a quality public service organisation when we see one? The Canadian National Quality Institute highlights the following characteristics as typical of quality service organisations in both the public and private sectors:

	Everyone understands where the organisation is heading and understands his or her part in the process; 

There is respect for people in the organisation and all employees are encouraged to develop their potential; 
The primary focus is on serving clients; co-operation and teamwork are a way of life; 
Leaders are fully involved in the quality services programs and initiatives; 
Everyone concentrates on achieving quality; there is a focus on continuous improvement; 
Employees appreciate and understand stakeholders' expectations and know how to satisfy them; and 
·	The organisation is driven by quality and innovation (Treasury Board of Canada, 1995).


Perhaps one of the most challenging, exciting but also most frustrating aspects of the drive to improve the quality of services delivered by public bodies to the citizen is that the work never ends!  The process involved is one of continuous improvement. Services can always be improved and when we think we have got there, and perhaps begin to become complacent, and then it is certainly time to look critically at how things are done and start to improve services once again!
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ANNEX 1

REVISED PRINCIPLES OF QUALITY CUSTOMER SERVICE (2000)
	For Customers and Clients of the Public Service

In their dealings with the public, Civil Service Departments and Public Service offices will:

Quality Service Standards

Publish a statement that outlines the nature and quality of service which customers can expect, and display it prominently at the point of service delivery.

Equality/Diversity

Ensure the rights to equal treatment established by equality legislation, and accommodate diversity, so as to contribute to equality for the groups covered by the equality legislation (under the grounds of gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, religious belief, age, disability, race and membership of the Traveller Community).

Identify and work to eliminate barriers to access to services for people experiencing poverty and social exclusion, and for those facing geographic barriers to services.
                                                                                                                   
Physical Access

Provide clean, accessible public offices that ensure privacy, comply with occupational and safety standards and, as part of this, facilitate access for people with disabilities and others with specific needs.

Information

Take a proactive approach in providing information that is clear, timely and accurate, is available at all points of contact, and meets the requirements of people with specific needs.   Ensure that the potential offered by Information Technology is fully availed of and that the information available on public service websites follows the guidelines on web publication.

Continue the drive for simplification of rules, regulations, forms, information leaflets and procedures.

Timeliness and Courtesy

Deliver quality services with courtesy, sensitivity and the minimum delay, fostering a climate of mutual respect between provider and customer.

Give contact names in all communications to ensure ease of ongoing transactions.

Complaints

Maintain a well-publicised, accessible, transparent and simple-to-use system of dealing with complaints about the quality of service provided.

Appeals

Similarly, maintain a formalised, well-publicised, accessible, transparent and simple-to-use system of appeal/review for customers who are dissatisfied with decisions in relation to services.

Consultation and Evaluation
 
Provide a structured approach to meaningful consultation with, and participation by, the customer in relation to the development, delivery and review of services.  Ensure meaningful evaluation of service delivery.

Choice

Provide choice, where feasible, in service delivery including payment methods, location of contact points, opening hours and delivery times.  Use available and emerging technologies to ensure maximum access and choice, and quality of delivery.

Official Languages Equality

Provide quality services through Irish and/or bilingually and inform customers of their right to choose to be dealt with through one or other of the official languages.

Better Co-ordination

Foster a more coordinated and integrated approach to delivery of public services.

Internal Customer

Ensure staff are recognised as internal customers and that they are properly supported and consulted with regard to service delivery issues.




