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Introduction and Research Methodology

In an effort to develop a community of practice among federal government front line workers to facilitate professional growth and mutual support, the Nova Scotia Federal Council commissioned Corporate Research Associates Inc. (CRA) to conduct a study on service delivery practices within the federal government. The study is primarily aimed at better understanding best practices in service delivery as well as identifying areas requiring improvements, based on the opinions of Nova Scotia federal front line workers. More specifically, study objectives include, to:

Identify any training opportunities that may exist to improve service delivery;

Examine the level of job satisfaction and identify possible ways to address any problems that may exist; and

Determine the perceived need for interdepartmental partnerships in serving the Canadian public.

To meet the study objectives, a total of two focus groups were conducted with federal service delivery personnel in Halifax on March 4th and 8th, 2005. To begin the process, the Nova Scotia Federal Council sent an email to all Council members and their executive assistants, informing them of the study and encouraging them to directly provide CRA with names of civil servants interested and available to participate in the study. Based on the response, CRA followed up with individual front line workers to formerly invite them to attend the group discussion, pursuing random invitation where possible. Although locations of groups were initially selected to include Sydney and Amherst, those specific groups were cancelled due to the limited response from Council members in those areas. 

In Halifax, one group included seven participants while the second group included ten participants. Participants included a mix of gender, responsibility level, age, type of service delivery, as well as type of customer (internal, external, business, organizations, general population). A variety of departments were represented, including Canadian Heritage, Fisheries and Oceans Canada, Human Resources and Skills Development Canada, Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency, Environment Canada and Public Service Commission of Canada. Participants included program or liaison officers, executive assistants, managers, service delivery representatives, receptionists, account members, and coordinators. Group discussions were held during the daytime and lasted approximately two and a half hours. There were no observers present during the focus groups and no monetary incentives were provided to participants.

This report provides an overview of key findings, a series of conclusions derived from the findings, and an executive summary. All working documents are appended to the report, including the invitation letter (Appendix A), the recruitment screener (Appendix B), and the moderator’s guide (Appendix C).

Context of Qualitative Research

Focus group discussions are intended as moderator-directed, informal, non-threatening discussions with participants whose characteristics, habits and attitudes are considered relevant to the topic of discussion. The primary benefits of focus group discussions are that they allow for in-depth probing with qualifying participants on behavioural habits, usage patterns, perceptions and attitudes related to the subject matter. The group discussion allows for flexibility in exploring other areas that may be pertinent to the investigation. 

Focus groups allow for more complete understanding of the segment in that the thoughts or feelings are expressed in the participants’ “own language” and at their “own levels of passion.” The focus group technique is used in marketing research as a means of developing insight and direction, rather than collecting quantitatively precise data or absolute measures. Due to the inherent biases in the technique, the data should not be projected to any universe of individuals.

Executive Summary

The 2005 Federal Service Delivery Assessment Among Front Line Workers undertaken by Corporate Research Associates on behalf of the Nova Scotia Federal Council suggests that federal government service staff in Nova Scotia do not believe the Government currently meets clients’ expectations in terms of providing excellent customer service, to meet standards of best service practices.

As might have been expected, front line workers defined best customer service practices as closely aligned with the public’s expectations. As such, there are five key components that define excellent in service. These include specific and broad knowledge of government services and programs, front line workers’ accountability to fulfill promises made to clients, quick response time to requests, accessibility of services online, by telephone, and in-person, at convenient times, as well as a variety of personal skills of front line workers such as empathy, interest, communications skills, politeness, respect, friendliness, and a positive attitude. The public is also better informed, and as such expect higher levels of service that puts pressure on front line workers. Initiatives that will improve staff’s knowledge, foster teamwork, empower service workers, and streamline the decision making process were suggested to meet customers’ expectations. This is most important given that staff believe attitudes of front line workers differ based on tenure with the government and previous private sector service experience.

That said, the bureaucracy of internal processes and lacking internal communications were identified as the most pressing challenges faced by government in serving the public.  Increased workloads and reduced resources have the greatest perceived impact on front line workers’ ability to provide good customer service. Service staff see themselves as acting as a “buffer” between clients’ frustrations with selected programs not meeting their needs, and policy makers. All of these factors create increased stress and highlight the need to develop support mechanisms for front line workers. The reduction of in-person service across departments is also viewed as going away from what the public expects, although offering an increased number of programs online was well received. Finally, the lack of clearly defined and measurable service standards across departments creates discrepancies in the level of service provided to the public, as well as biases clients’ expectations in terms of response times. Results suggest tat service standards should be clearly defined and communicated across departments.

Overall, there is a clear desire among federal government front line workers for a more streamlined approach to offering services through unique points of contacts, such as the Service Canada initiative. That said, the success of such an initiative depends on the level of service provided, with front line workers suggesting it needs to be a transactional office rather than just informational. Furthermore, streamlining access to programs offered by varying levels of governments through a central office was suggested.

Conclusions

The following conclusions are derived from the detailed findings of the study.

Factors related to commitment to clients and responsiveness define best service practices.

There are five key components considered essential by front line workers in offering excellent service. The first one is staff being knowledgeable of what government has to offer, specifically for the department they work, but also within government overall. This is achieved by service delivery staff through continuous training, information gathering, and teamwork, where experienced personnel provide their support. Such indication suggests that front line workers welcome training opportunities. 

The second aspect of best service is accountability, whereby a front line worker needs to deliver on promises made to clients. It is also expected that personnel will prepare client meetings and be able to respond in a proactive way to their requests. Response time is also an important consideration with front line workers, both in terms of returning calls or responding to email, as well as accessing programs. Establishing service standards was deemed essential to ensure consistency in service delivery across departments.

A number of personal skills were also mentioned as essential to ensure best service, including empathy, interest, communications skills, politeness, respect, friendliness, and a positive attitude. Finally, making services and programs easily accessible either by providing the service in-person, by telephone, or online, or by ensuring front line workers are available at convenient times also defines good service. 

Government is not viewed as meeting customers’ service delivery expectations.

Interestingly, customers’ service expectations are perceived as closely aligned with best service practices described above. Specifically, it was felt that clients expect Government front line workers to be knowledgeable about the various programs offered, respond in an efficient manner to their requests, and be accountable for promises made. In addition, there is a sense that the public has increased service expectations, notably on the part of public servants. These findings suggest there is merit in implementing initiatives to improve program and service accessibility, increase front line staff’s knowledge and teamwork, empower service workers to provide clients with more answers, and establish response time standards across departments. When asked how these expectations are addressed, participants shared mixed opinions with respect to Government’s response to customer requests. Although there is a perceived desire among front line staff to offer excellent service, it was felt that processes sometimes hinder their ability to offer excellent service. In fact, complex application processes, limited access to programs and services, as well as long processing time are viewed as negatively impacting Government’s level of customer service. There is a sense that a gap exists between policy makers and the public, and that seeking opinions of front line workers on policies might help improve the disconnect. That said, attitudes of front line workers are viewed as positive for the most part, although there is a perceived difference based on tenure as a public servant and based on previous private sector service experience. Furthermore, the lack of formalized service standards across departments does not ensure consistency in how service is provided to clients. 

There is a clear desire among front line workers for various levels of government to work together, offering clients seamless programming. In fact, grouping related or complementary services under one roof is viewed positively, provided that such centres provide the opportunity to deliver services and not just act as an information centre. Participants see a need to include specialists as well as generalists on service teams of such centres, as well as involve various levels of government. Participants shared minimal opinion on the Service Canada initiatives, although for the most part, they supported the idea itself, without much knowledge of the details of the implementation.

Challenges faced by front line workers in achieving excellent service mainly

relate to available resources and internal processes.

Front line workers identified a variety of challenges that hinder their ability to offer clients excellent customer service, primarily relating to available resources or internal processes. Specifically, they sense greater expectations on their part to administer an increased number of programs and deliver them in a short period of time, although both human and financial resources have declined. Improving time management skills of front line workers, and fostering a teamwork approach to program delivery may help address the issues related to a perceived increase in workload.

Furthermore, poor internal communications, both vertical and horizontal, does not provide them with all of the tools they need to properly inform the public about available services or programs. Initiatives such as streamlining communications through a periodical newsletter or using subject lines in internal communications to help quickly identify relevant communications may help front line staff become better informed of  department’s and government’s issues pertinent to their work.

Government’s focus on servicing the public through electronic means also creates frustration among the public, and front line workers often have to deal with the consequences. Although the Internet is viewed as a useful tool to reach a greater number of Canadian, offering personal service over the counter or over the telephone remains a key component of accessibility.

Finally, the lack of service standards and formal training protocols create discrepancies between the level of service offered by various departments or agencies. Training topics suggested ranged from improving customer service skills to becoming more familiar with the programs offered. While front line workers welcomed training opportunities, they often indicated that it is second in importance to tackling their workload, and that support from management was necessary to ensure they follow up on such initiatives.

Fostering an attitude where training is viewed as important within the various departments and providing the tools to make time for training are most important given front line workers’ increasing levels of responsibilities. Comments were also made with respect to the physical work environment, namely the cubicles, often limiting privacy.

Key Findings

Best Service Practices

Factors related to commitment to clients and responsiveness define best service practices.

Working in teams, participants were asked to describe, based on their experience and knowledge, what they would consider best service practices. Factors relating to knowledge, accountability, response time, personal skills, and accessibility were most often mentioned as defining excellent service. Each of those factors is described more in-depth in the following section.

Knowledge. There is an expectation among front line workers that good service providers have an in-depth knowledge of services and programs offered not only in their own department or division, but also throughout varying levels of government. Knowledge is viewed as being both a personal and a departmental responsibility, through personal learning and sharing of information. Being knowledgeable basically enables front line workers to communicate accurate information to clients.

“Knowledge (is) very important. Knowing what you are talking about.”

Participants also described the constant pressure from clients to remain up-to-date with government information. One of the best ways to meet this increasing demand was viewed in the team composition, ensuring that experienced and knowledgeable resources were accessible to front line workers as references. Ensuring divisions established response teams to deal with customer requests was also deemed necessary to provide excellent service.

“Sometimes, it is a peer, a co-worker. Sometimes it is a team leader, …a manager…it could be a zone office that we could call or connect with or sometimes a regional office connection and we have access to each of those without having to go through a whole lot of tunnels and funnels to get there.”

“…you have a team of people actually working with you; invisibly, but you know they are there.”

Knowledge also refers to information sharing. In fact, sharing information interdepartmentally was considered essential in increasing the level of customer service provided to clients, notably as it relates to giving them correct and complete information about government programs and services that relate to one another. 

“…consulting with each other, with our peers, our coworkers, other offices. Looking at best practices and being able to have a more sure approach of making certain that the client who has a particular need, that this need is really going to be met…” 

Being able to refer clients to knowledgeable sources when information is not readily available is also viewed as a critical step in service delivery. “Passing the buck” was negatively viewed, often creating confusion and frustration among clients who sometimes feel they do not receive needed support to navigate the complexity of government systems.

“I am not scared to say that I don’t have the answer. (Clients) seem to think that because it is public service, that I should have all of the answers. It does not embarrass me to say, … ‘I don’t know that but I will check it out for you and I will get back to you’.”

“Just treat people with respect. They really hate it when you pass the buck.”

“We would recommend you say: ‘I know someone in this department who deals with this’, and then (the front line staff) calls (that person) and finds out if they deal with it …”

Accountability. Taking responsibility for finding information needed by clients, whether within one’s own department or elsewhere in government also defines excellent service according to most front line workers. It was described as “going the extra mile” in serving clients. Similarly, being prepared for client meetings by having reviewed appropriate documentation and having necessary files handy was also mentioned as a sign of respect towards clients and an indication that their request was taken seriously and their time valued.

“In a direct (client) meeting… be prepared for (the client). Basically, you know what he’s there for.”

Response time. Another area defining excellent service consists of following up on commitments made to clients in a timely manner. This includes returning telephone calls and responding to emails quickly, ideally within twenty-four hours, as well as giving clients an idea of timeframe needed to resolve issues or provide them with answers, if longer than one day. While a few representatives suggested the existence of formal guidelines with respect to response times, others indicated no such standards existed within their work place.

“To follow up on commitment. If you have made a commitment… I think it is important that a person is not left waiting for (what you committed to).”

“(Our response standards) are written, published, enforced.”

 “There is nothing worse than people wondering why you did not call them in two days when you told them you would call in two days.”

Personal skills. A number of personality characteristics were mentioned as essential to ensure front line workers offer best service. Specifically, respect, interest, empathy, and compassion were most often mentioned, followed by politeness and courtesy. Front line workers believe their role includes caring about a client’s situation. This can be achieved by showing they understand clients’ frustration by acknowledging it and presenting a composed and patient attitude. 

“By the time they get to me, sometimes they are so frustrated and they’ve been to too many other phones and nobody will help them.”

“I felt the human quality, the empathetic part was for me the most important. As far as being able to listen, being able to respond.”

Other personal attributes named included being a good listener, having a good sense of humour, showing a positive attitude, being friendly and having good communications skills. 

A few participants also stressed the importance of being proactive rather than reactive to clients’ requests.

“…taking time to know clients’ names and coming up with the best service so if you know who you are dealing with, then you can better help them…”

“Friendly, good people skills and good communications skills.”

Accessibility. Easing access to services and programs was also deemed an important consideration in providing excellent service. Offering a choice of in-person, online, and telephone delivery mechanisms is necessary to reach clients wherever they live. A few participants expressed concern with the decline in personal service within government, both in-person and over the telephone. That said, the Internet was viewed as an important tool to reach geographically isolated clients, and those most technology savvy.

“(Using the Internet) you don’t have to leave your house or you could go to a library instead of travelling 50 miles to go and (request services or information).”

“The personal contact is the one I get a lot. (Clients) say, ‘Oh my God, it is a person’!”

Other elements of best service practices. A number of other single mentions were provided by participants as defining best service practices, including:

· Offering fair treatment to all clients;

· Ensuring forms that need to be filled out by clients or other reference tools such as brochures or websites are user-friendly and written in simple language;

· Acknowledging cultural differences when dealing with clients;

· Training front line workers;

· Defining and enforcing measurable service standards;

· Empowering front line workers to make decisions on clients’ cases;

· Offering bilingual service with the same level of service in both French and English;

· Taking a team approach to serving clients; and

· Ensuring personal information is protected at all time.

In general, participants do not believe excellence in customer service differs based on the clientele (either external or internal clients), according to ways of delivering the service (mail, email, in-person, by telephone) or based on geographic areas (rural vs. urban).

Current Service Practices Within Government

Government is not viewed as meeting customers’ service delivery expectations.

Public’s Expectations

Knowledge. Front line workers believe that the general public has various expectations when it comes to service provided by government. Interestingly, most of those expectations relate to factors defining best service practices, as described in the previous section. To begin, and most of all, there is an expectation that civil servants will have extensive knowledge with respect to their own department’s affairs, but also with respect to government as a whole. This expectation increases the pressure on front line workers to keep abreast of what is going on within the public service.

“(The public) wants us to know exactly why did we say it was going to start snowing at 4 o’clock and it did not start until 4:30.”

“…they also have the impression that because we’re all federal government, we should all know about every department throughout Canada.”

A few front line workers also noted that there is confusion among the Canadian public with respect to departmental responsibilities, mainly due to recent changes with department names and responsibilities.

Efficiency. Rapid service and instant gratification are also commonly viewed as increasing public expectations, not only with respect to government, but also with customer service in general. This is viewed as stemming from individuals becoming increasingly busy and the increased speed at which information can be processed using technology. 

“I think that tolerance and patience by the general public maybe has changed a lot.”

Inefficiencies in responding quickly to clients’ needs are noted within government, primarily due to heavy bureaucracy. Furthermore, such bureaucracy was seen as fostering abuse among certain clients, favouring some who know how to “work the system”  against others who might not apply for a program because of complex application processes.

Increased Client Expectations. It was also suggested that clients’ service expectations have increased over the past years, mainly due to the general focus placed on customer service in the private sector. This puts increased pressure on front line workers in the way they provide service.

Accountability. The recent government sponsorship scandal is believed to have increased the public’s need for accountability among all public servants. This was mentioned by participants who mainly deal with business requests, although a few of those servicing the general public also witnessed this attitude. It is interesting to note that front line workers are of the opinion that the public expects accountability from them as much as they do from management or executives.

“You really have to be careful, even though you are trying to help them, on what information you are giving out because it can come back to you.”

“I think the public wants us to do more in order to ensure that people are not slipping through the cracks.”

Reputation. Finally, public servants suggested they are sometimes expected to perform over and above the call of duty by the Canadian public. They believe that failure to over achieve may lead to the public’s perception that they lack commitment to Canadians in general.

“Working with the government, you have a very bad reputation.”

Existing Relationship Between Government and the Public

Participants were also asked to describe the relationship between government and the public, based on their experience. Opinion of how civil servants deal with clients is mixed, with some who perceive that service levels vary based on tenure with the federal government or experience within the private sector. 

 “I have only been with the federal government since December, and there are certain individuals in our office …that complain all day and I’m like, ‘if you knew what it was like in the private sector, you would so not complain about what’s going on’. But they have been in for thirty years and they are on their way out, and they are getting close to retirement.”

“I think that government employees forget that we work in a service industry.”

“I think everybody that works for the federal government should wait tables for a couple of months and figure out how to actually treat people.”

Although public servants feel a commitment to serving the public, they also expressed an allegiance to ensuring taxpayers’ money is well spent.

“I have a job, service (the public) and make sure my customer service to them is good. But I also have an obligation to taxpayers in general to make sure that I am not handing out money willy-nilly.”

A number of participants also noted the lack of clearly defined service standards and the role these standards would play in letting the public know what to expect, as well as encouraging employees to align their service delivery across divisions or departments. In general, it is felt that requirements derived from processes sometimes hinder front line workers in their pursue of excellent service delivery. Although the attitude of service personnel is considered good overall, complex and long processes to access selected programs are viewed as impacting clients’ perception of the service they receive.

“In my experience, the personal aspect, like being courteous (and) active listening skills, I always felt that that was really good…”

“…people skills were actually more important and we have developed them because we live in a world where the process is not good.”

In fact, front line workers suggested that programs are not always designed to accommodate the public’s needs, but rather focused on internal processes. Government is viewed as sometimes being very self-centered in the way it processes applications. Some suggested a perceived disconnect between policy makers and the general public, often resulting in programming that does not meet the clients’ needs in terms of accessibility and delivery time.

“I find…that we are very internally-focused, our own process and our own program, within the government, not the clients’ (needs).”

As such, front line workers are left dealing with the public’s reactions. This situation has made front line workers feel like a “buffer” between clients’ needs and internal processes that don’t always jive.

“We are the ones that help to explain or provide an explanation for why this is the way…”

Similarly, while it was suggested that front line workers sometimes have a chance to sharetheir opinions on new policies prior to their implementation, it is not perceived as systematically done or taken very seriously by policy makers.

“…maybe they give us two days’ turnaround to read this policy document and then we see none of our input reflected in the results.”

Front line workers also believes that Government should group delivery of services that are related in the public’s mind, such as in the case of bereavement services.

“…What do you do when someone dies? Who do you have to notify? There are seven different government departments that you have to notify; federal, provincial, and municipal. We should be doing something about that so that (clients) could be able to go to one spot…”

Communications is also viewed as not always meeting customers’ expectations, notably as it relates to the use of government lingo and acronyms. This situation applies not only to in person and telephone service, but also online.

Balance Between Means of Communications

Clearly, participants consider there is no optimum balance between the various means of serving the public used within Government. A combination of online, in-person, and telephone service is deemed necessary to reach all citizens. The correct balance is often viewed as depending on the service/program, on the geographic area, as well as on customers’ individual needs.

“It depends on the client; it depends on the community; it depends on the program.”

A divide is however noted between rural and urban clients, with respect to accessibility to in-person service. Some participants suggested that although online and telephone access to service is available regardless of location, a number of programs are only available following an in-person request, forcing some of the public to travel to access those services.  One participant suggested that in-person service to remote locations should be offered through an outreach program, whereas the service provider would periodically travel to an area where there is a need rather than having the client travel to a central government office.

“Our whole system in Nova Scotia just falls flat once you live beyond 20 kilometres of central Halifax.”

There is also a perception that rural clients tend to have a more traditional approach to accessing service, preferring in-person service to the use of technology.

“…our rural clients are less inclined to take up technology. They are more set in their

ways.”

Finally, a few participants felt that for selected programs that involves more in-depth consultations with the client, those making a request in-person might have an advantage in persuading program officers of the merits of their initiatives more easily than if a request is only made in writing. While this is not an intended situation, human factors and the power of in-person communications might impact officers’ decisions subconsciously.

Departments Working Together

Participants recognized that in some instances, departments work together in offering services by sharing an office where clients can access multiple programs. Although this is perceived as an effective service delivery tool, there is a sense that it could be further developed by having departments share relevant information to deal with a client’s case. An example provided was in the case of employment insurance, where the Canada Revenue Agency could work with program officers in providing taxation information to be reflected in clients’ monthly allocations. Another example referred to community groups applying for funding or programs through various departments and making the application process easier by asking them to fill out only one set of forms that would be distributed to relevant departments internally. To that end, some suggested that wording on government forms should be standardized across departments to ease the application process. A seamless approach to delivering services and programs was also suggested to facilitate clients’ application processes.

“…one application to the federal government of Canada; wouldn’t that be amazing?”

“…the real need for the public to be able to access those services without knowing specifically which department offers them.”

Participants generally commented favourably with respect to the proposed Service Canada sites, suggesting grouping similar services under one roof will ease the process for clients. That said, such an initiative is viewed favourably provided that service is given in-person, and that front line workers are empowered to delivery selected services, not just provide clients with references of what departments to contact or what forms to fill out. 
Caution was also expressed to ensure that staff working at a central service centre includes specialists and not only generalists. In the same line of thought, a few participants also believed that municipal, provincial, and federal governments should work together in providing services to citizens where there is an overlap.

Service Challenges

Challenges faced by front line workers in achieving excellent service mainly relate to available resources and internal processes.

Working in teams, participants were asked to jot down what they considered most pressing challenges faced by front line workers and by government in general in providing clients with excellent customer service. A number of responses were provided, evident at an individual, departmental, or governmental level, as well as mentions with respect to resources and communications. All mentions are listed in the following table, with most pressing issues described in detail following the listing.

	Challenges in Providing Excellent Customer Service

	Individual Level:

· Dealing with irate callers;

· People skills should be worked on so clients don’t have to feel they are coming “hat in hand”;

· Front line staff stress;

· Lack of knowledge or experience of front line workers.

· Department Level:

· Input of front line workers not sought in policy making;

· Restrictive policies;

· Lack of front line workers’ empowerment;

· Budgets not tied to results;

· Lack of defined service standards in some departments;

· Lack of departmental service priorities defined;

· Turf protection;

· Delays, processes, decision making;

· Hours of service in person and by phone not convenient for clients;

· Selected services not accessible through telephone or online;

· Ever changing rules of the game;

· Incomplete, not up to date information;

· Name changing of departments creates confusion;

· Complicated legislation (need to be streamlined);

· Departments not working together.


	Communications:

· Language used not aligned with clients’;

· Lack of proper internal communication;

· Poor services in French (inadequate);

· Use of government acronyms/lingo;

· Inconsistent language used across departments.

Government Level:

· Too many departments to go to for same information;

· Website needs a better description of the nature of departments;

· Review of the telephone book/blue pages/government listing needed;

· Depersonalization of service;

· Reaching population – rural and urban;

· Pushing technology on people who are not willing/ready/able to use it

· Too much bureaucracy;

· 1-800 numbers, no answer, long wait times / Automated phone line.

Resources:

· Complexity of information required to process requests or applications;

· Increased workload with limited resources;

· Slow turn around time;

· Lack human resources;

· Contracting out;

· Lack financial resources;

· ‘Do more with less’ attitude.

· Staff turnover impacts continuity.




Lack of resources. Perhaps the most often noted challenge facing the public service in terms of service delivery is the declining resources witnessed over the past few years. Participants are under the impression that service delivery teams are now smaller than they used to be, although responsibilities and workloads have not declined accordingly.

Most feel that they are expected to take on more cases, be familiar with or deliver an extended number of programs and services, and deal with public reactions on their own, with limited support.

“…you had core programs to deliver yourself and now here are two more (programs) and no extra staff to do it.”

The increase in programming and constant changes in offerings without proper internal communications strategies also contributes to front line workers’ stress and frustration levels. Although most recognized it is their responsibility to keep abreast of new initiatives and changes, they are often pressed for time and would prefer getting a heads-up on changes rather than having to find out themselves. This is most notably the case of staff working in departments that have seen major changes in the past few years.

“A lot of our (programs) come from Ottawa and they don’t always tell us. They will change our workplace and don’t tell us.”

“(Front line workers) get burned out and very stressed and it is hard to deliver service in those conditions.”

Turn around time. One of the consequences of the limited resources within the public service is viewed as not being able to respond to client requests in a timely manner. In fact, improving the turn around time to respond to requests or offer a service is deemed among the most important challenges faced by government front line workers. A number of participants consider the lack of clearly defined and applied service standards does not provide front line workers with tools to assess their performance. Such standards, as noted earlier, are also needed to realign the public’s expectations in terms of delivery time.

Empowerment. While limited human resources may not allow for quick turnaround time when responding to client requests, there is a perception that empowering front line workers to take more decisions on their own with respect to clients’ cases may help solve these problems. Decreasing the number of decision making layers and delegating authority to middle managers or front line workers were suggested to improve service.

“…it would be nice if you had less layers and more authority given to a lesser number of people.”

“With one program, we had no ability to even say no. Imagine the torture you put the client through. We know you are not going to get anything, but we can not tell you that.”

Accessibility. Participants also noted that Government seems to promote the use of the Internet and other electronic ways of accessing the information that does not meet the needs of all citizens, notably seniors and those less technology inclined. The decline in one-on-one service opportunities is viewed as a challenge to offering excellent customer service and meeting the public’s needs. It also puts added pressure on front line workers who need to deal with the public’s frustration with those issues.

“We don’t encourage people to come in.”

Conversely, others believed that one of the challenges facing Government at this time is the inaccessibility of selected programs online or via the telephone, therefore limiting accessibility for those with few means of transportation. Finally, others referred to the limited accessibility of government offices, as well as their inconvenient business hours, as not aligned with the needs of a majority of clients working daytime jobs.

“Lack of accessibility, transportation, hours of service, evenings, weekends, those types of things.”

“…most people work during the day, therefore, in order to access government services perhaps we should be open in the evening until 7pm.”

Communication. Communications issues were also noted as one of government’s challenges when it comes to delivering service. Participants noted that too often, public servants tend to use government lingo when speaking with the public, often referring to acronyms known only in the public service. The use of plain and simple language expected of them when dealing with the public is not always applied internally between departments or divisions. This dual standard requires more on their part, as they have to adjust their level of language based on the audience.

“…the need to be using common language. If our application is filled out primarily by people who have less than a grade 12 education, maybe we should be tailoring our language to suit that population.”

A few participants also noted the limited communications that exists between departments and their limited knowledge of other programs and services available to the public. Tools currently available to them, such as the Internet, do not enable them to find the required information quickly and in a simple manner.

“…there is a lack of information on what each department does without having to click on it and go through ten web pages in order to (find what you are looking for).”

“If you don’t know what your job is, because someone forgot to forward me an email of what I am supposed to be doing regarding something that a client is going to call in for, well, how am I supposed to determine that?”

The lack of two-way vertical communications within departments was also perceived as a

challenge to offering great customer service.
“Sometimes you hear from the top down but it is very seldom that the top hears from the bottom up.”

The increased number of email communications is also deemed a burden on productivity. While knowing some of the information is considered paramount in offering good service, front line workers suggested that it is difficult for them to assess the necessity to read some communications without having to read the entire email. One participant suggested that in her department, a weekly newsletter provided an outlet for information sharing while reducing the number of emails sent around the office.

Finally, a few participants noted the lack of adequate service in French, often requiring clients who wish to be served in this language to wait longer until a French speaking staff can be found.

Government website. The government website, as a source of information, is also criticized as affecting the level of service provided to Canadians. While an online presence is viewed as an asset, the site is described as confusing and difficult to navigate. A number of participants have heard from clients who were unable to locate the desired information from the site if unaware of which department offers specific services or programs. Listing most commonly used services/programs in one section on the homepage rather than under relevant departments’ pages would help clients quickly find the information they are looking for.

“…the general public, they call and go, ‘I was looking on your website and I still don’t understand or I can’t get to where I am (looking for)’.”

Work Environment. A number of items with respect to service staff’s work environment were mentioned as challenges, notably the lack of privacy provided by cubicles, as well as the impact of surrounding noise on productivity. The lack of daylight in certain offices was also noted as a challenge, affecting motivation.

Training. Mixed opinions were shared with respect to the level of training opportunities offered to civil servants. While some departments offer their staff various opportunities to improve skills and knowledge, others are viewed as offering little or no support for staff to train. While program training is provided to some, others suggested the onus is on front line workers to become familiar with programs they offer clients.

“We have a really good training budget and it is tied into both our career development path … and into personal development.”

“ You’ve got to have the initiatives to go out there and find out things. Search the resource manuals.”

Awareness of customer service training is not evident among front line workers, with a great number of them suggesting it is not a focus in the public service. Although some form of training is available, there is discomfort among some participants in requesting to take courses due to limited funds within the department or workloads.

“…it is sometimes very scary to go to your supervisor and ask to even take some of these courses because they are going on and on about well, we don’t have funding for certain things and it can be a challenge to even try to ask…”

“…if you do take a one day or a two day training, you will have to deal with more work and you will have to deal with it one way or another which means overtime, …you will suffer the consequences of the training.”

A number of participants also suggested the need to have more structured training protocols internally to ensure all staff offers the same level of customer service. In addition, offering training opportunities locally in Halifax was deemed important to reduce the time spent traveling to courses as well as the cost associated with it.

“The whole idea (right now) is that it is employee-driven, management supported.”

A few participants also noted that in some instances, civil servants were appointed without the proper skills, background, or experience, often creating confusing or frustrating situations for clients.

“…the assignment of people to positions that they have no knowledge, background and training pertaining to the position. This causes clients confusion (and) frustration.”

Forms and processes. Finally, a few participants commented that forms and processes in place to delivery more complex services are sometimes difficult to understand or fill out by the public. In most cases noted, public servants offer limited assistance, which makes the process difficult for applicants.

Appendix A:

Invitation Letter

I am writing to request your assistance in an important project. As you may know, the Government of Canada has a continued interest in improving its delivery of programs and services to Canadian residents. As such, the Nova Scotia Federal Council is currently looking to develop a community of practice among front line workers to facilitate professional growth and mutual support. To do so, the Nova Scotia Federal Council has commissioned Corporate Research Associates Inc (CRA), a professional marketing research firm, to conduct a series of group discussions with front line service delivery professionals from selected federal departments. The study aims at better understanding perceptions with respect to service delivery as well as identifying best practices and areas requiring improvements.

Over the next week, you may be contacted by telephone by a representative of CRA who will invite you to participate in a focus group discussion. Three weekday group discussions will be held, one in each of Halifax, Sydney, and Amherst. Participants will be recruited randomly from a list provided to CRA. The discussion will lasts two and a half hours and a light lunch will be served. Be assured that your comments will remain confidential and that CRA will apply the principles determined by PIPEDA, the Government of Canada’s national privacy legislation.

If you have any questions regarding this study or would like to participate, please contact Claude Perreault from CRA at 902-493-3254 or by email at cperreault@cra.ca.

Your assistance is greatly appreciated. 

Sincerely,


Nous aimerions obtenir votre participation pour un projet d’importance. Comme vous le savez peut-être, il importe pour le Gouvernement du Canada d’améliorer la livraison de services et de programmes aux résidents et résidentes du Canada. En tant que tel, le Conseil fédéral de la Nouvelle -Écosse contemple présentement la formation d’un groupe de professionnels parmi ceux offrant un service direct aux clients, afin de faciliter la croissance personnelle et l’assistance mutuelle. Pour ce faire, le Conseil fédéral de la Nouvelle-Écosse a engagé Corporate Research Associates Inc. (CRA), une firme de recherche marketing d’expérience, afin de mener une série de groupes de discussion auprès des professionnels du service à la clientèle faisant affaire directement avec les clients d’une diversité de ministères fédéraux. L’étude vise à mieux comprendre les perceptions en ce qui a trait à la livraison de services de même que l’identification de meilleures pratiques et des domaines qui requièrent une amélioration.

Au cours de la prochaine semaine, un représentant de CRA pourrait vous contacter afin de vous inviter à participer au groupe de discussion. Trois groupes seront organisés pendant la semaine, et ce, durant la journée, soit un à Halifax, un à Sydney, et un à Amherst. Les participants seront invités au hasard à partir d’une liste fournie à CRA. La discussion durera deux heures et demi et un lunch léger sera servi.

Soyez assurer que vos commentaires demeureront confidentiels et que CRA appliquera les principes et la loi canadienne sur la protection de l’information personnelle.

Si vous avez des questions au sujet de l’étude ou aimeriez y participer, veuillez communiquer avec Claude Perreault de CRA au 902-493-3254 ou par courriel au cperreault@cra.ca.

Nous apprécions votre participation.

Bien à vous,

Appendix B:

Recruitment Screener

Nova Scotia Federal Council Service Delivery Research

FINAL invitation – February 25, 2005


Name:_____________________________________________________________________________

Department:____________________________ Function:_________________________________

Tel. (W):_______________________________

Region: _______________________________ Groups: 1 2


Halifax, Nova Scotia

Date: March 4, 2005 Location: Four Points Sheraton

Time: Group 1 – 11:00pm to 1:30pm

Halifax, Nova Scotia

Date: March 8, 2005 Location: Four Points Sheraton

Time: Group 2 – 11:00pm to 1:30pm


Hello, may I speak with (name from sample)

My name is _____ and I am with Corporate Research Associates, a public opinion and market research company. We are calling on behalf of the Nova Scotia Federal Council as a follow up to the email that was sent to you on around February 22nd with respect to an upcoming study on service delivery practices commissioned by the Nova Scotia Federal Council. Do you recall having received this email in relation to this study?

(If don’t recall)

In an effort to develop a community of practice among federal government front line workers to facilitate professional growth and mutual support, the Nova Scotia Federal Council has commissioned Corporate Research Associates to conduct a study on service delivery practices within the federal government. The study is primarily aimed at better understanding best practices in service delivery as well as identifying areas requiring improvements, based on the opinions of front line workers.

INVITATION

(For those who recall: As you may know) we are looking for the opinion of those who have direct service delivery functions within the Government of Canada.

1. In your role with the Government of Canada, do you currently deal directly with Canadian

residents?

Yes..................................................1 
Continue

No ...................................................2 
Thank & Terminate (Sensitively)

2. And in this role, how do you most frequently deal with Canadian residents? Would it be…?

In-person.........................................1 
Recruit ½ per group

Over the telephone .........................2 
Recruit ½ per group

In writing..........................................3


Over email ......................................4 
Thank & Terminate (Sensitively)

Other (SPECIFY:________)...........5


On behalf of the Nova Scotia Federal Council, we would like to invite you to attend a focus group, which consists in an informal discussion between 10 federal civil servants with service delivery responsibilities. The group will take place on (DATE) from (TIME) to (TIME) and will be held at (LOCATION). The discussion will take approximately two and a half hour and a light lunch will be served during the discussion. Your thoughts and opinions are seen as important for improving aspects of service.

Would you be able to attend? If yes, repeat time and fill out top of screener. If no, thank and terminate.

The discussion will be held in English, but a bilingual moderator will be on hand if you wish to share your thoughts in French.

The discussion in which you will be participating will be audio recorded and may be video taped for internal reference only. Please be assured your comments and responses are strictly confidential and we require the material and topics discussed in the focus group be held in confidence by you. This information will only be used for research purpose and comments will be aggregated.

As the success of the groups is dependant on everyone showing, we ask that you call_______ at _________________ in the event you are unable to attend. Please do not send anyone in your place unless we have spoken to him or her directly, as they may not be permitted to participate.

Recruiters:

Invite all participants for each group.

Repeat and confirm date and time and address of focus group.

Please ensure you have the proper spelling of names.

Remind them to come a few minutes early.

Confirm attendance at the beginning of the day before the focus group.

Conseil fédéral de la Nouvelle-Écosse – Étude sur le service à la clientèle

Invitation préliminaire v2 – 21 février 2005


Nom:____________________________________________________________________

Ministère:____________________________   Rôle:_________________________________

Tél. (travail):_______________________________

Région: _______________________________ Groups: 1 2 3


Halifax, Nouvelle-Écosse

Date: 4 mars 2005 Location: Four Points Sheraton

Heure: Groupe 1 – 11h00 à 13h30

Halifax, Nouvelle-Écosse

Date: 8 mars 2005 Location: Four Points Sheraton

Heure: Groupe 2 – 11h00 à 13h30


Bonjour, pourrais-je parler à (nom de l’échantillon)?

Mon nom est _____ et je suis avec la firme de recherche et d’opinions publiques Corporate Research Associates. Nous appelons au nom du Conseil fédéral de la Nouvelle-Écosse pour faire suite à un courriel que vous auriez reçu le 22 février au sujet d’une étude en cours sur les pratiques de service à la clientèle qui nous effectuons pour le Conseil fédéral de la Nouvelle-Écosse. Vous souvenez-vous avoir reçu ce courriel au sujet de l’étude?

(Si l’individu ne se souvient pas)

Afin de developer une communauté de service au sein des travailleurs

In an effort to develop a community of practice among federal government front line workers to facilitate professional growth and mutual support, the Nova Scotia Federal Council has commissioned Corporate Research Associates to conduct a study on service delivery practices within the federal government. The study is primarily aimed at better understanding best practices in service delivery as well as identifying areas requiring improvements, based on the opinions of front line workers.

INVITATION

(For those who recall: As you may know) we are looking for the opinion of those who have direct service delivery functions within the Government of Canada.

1. In your role with the Government of Canada, do you currently deal directly with Canadian residents?

Yes..................................................1 
Continue

No ...................................................2 
Thank & Terminate (Sensitively)

2. And in this role, how do you most frequently deal with Canadian residents? Would it be…?

In-person.........................................1 
Recruit ½ per group

Over the telephone .........................2 
Recruit ½ per group

In writing..........................................3

Over email ......................................4 
Thank & Terminate (Sensitively)

Other (SPECIFY:________)...........5

On behalf of the Nova Scotia Federal Council, we would like to invite you to attend a focus group, which consists in an informal discussion between 10 federal civil servants with service delivery responsibilities. The group will take place on (DATE) from (TIME) to (TIME) and will be held at (LOCATION). The discussion will take approximately two and a half hour and a light lunch will be served during the discussion. Your thoughts and opinions are seen as important for improving aspects of service.

Would you be able to attend? If yes, repeat time and fill out top of screener. If no, thank and terminate.

The discussion will be held in English, but a bilingual moderator will be on hand if you wish to share your thoughts in French.

The discussion in which you will be participating will be audio recorded and may be video taped for internal reference only. Please be assured your comments and responses are strictly confidential and we require the material and topics discussed in the focus group be held in confidence by you. This information will only be used for research purpose and comments will be aggregated.

As the success of the groups is dependant on everyone showing, we ask that you call_______ at _________________ in the event you are unable to attend. Please do not send anyone in your place unless we have spoken to him or her directly, as they may not be permitted to participate.

Recruiters:

Invite all participants for each group.

Repeat and confirm date and time and address of focus group.

Please ensure you have the proper spelling of names.

Remind them to come a few minutes early.

Confirm attendance at the beginning of the day before the focus group.

Appendix C:

Moderator’s Guide

FINAL MODERATOR’S GUIDE


Introduction








 10 minutes

· Introduce self and function of a moderator – to get your opinions; role of focus group discussions (all opinions are important; look for a variety of opinions; important to understand how you agree as well as disagree).

· Explain process of focus groups: brief discussion, not a Q&A period, computer exercise;

· Explain room set-up; taping;

· Explain that the purpose of today’s discussion is: to discuss service delivery practices within the Government of Canada and how to improve the level of customer service currently provided to customers. Each of you have been invited here today because you have regular customer contact and can play an important role in identifying which areas most need improvement.

· Participant introduction, ask them to introduce themselves including; first name, the type of work they do and how long they have been in a service delivery position – Probe: How do you most frequently deal with the public, telephone, in-person, or email?


Best Service Practices / Service Delivery 




60 Minutes

As I mentioned, today we are going to talk about service delivery. To begin, I’d like you to think about what excellent service delivery would be like. I would like you to work on a team exercise –

Moderator split group in teams of 3-4 by type of service. With your team partners, take a moment and jot down, on the flip chart paper provided, what you consider excellent service delivery practices.

These could include attributes, characteristics, responses, or situations you run into, among others.

Think of your own personal experience, as well as what you may have heard in the past. I will give you 6 minutes. Any questions?

Give participants 6 minutes.

Then take a moment and rate on your list the top three practices you consider best in a service position.  

I am not looking for a team consensus, but rather your individual opinion. I will give you a moment.

Ask each team to present their list, one at a time.

Probe, as each team present:

· What do you consider great service delivery practices?

· How different, if at all, are these practices based on the form of service delivery (e.g. telephone, inperson, email)?

· What are your top three best practices? Why those? What makes them the best practices?

I’d like to learn a little bit about your experience with the Government’s service delivery.

· Based on your customer contact, how would you describe the Government’s relationship with the public?

· Thinking about your experiences, what would you say are the public’s greatest needs in terms of customer service? What do you think is most important to them?

· Is the Government responsive to these needs? If so, in what ways? / If not, why not?

· How, if at all, is service delivery adapted to address specific needs of the community?

· As you know, Government of Canada employees offer service to Canadians in various ways, namely by email, mail, phone, or in-person. What do you believe is the correct balance between those channels?

· How, if at all, does it differ based on topics or type of programs/service delivered?

· And based on geographic regions?

· How, if at all, do departments work together to improve customer service?

· If so, what else, if anything, could be done?

· If no, should this be done? If so, what should it involve?

· Do you often get questions from the public on what services or programs are offered by other departments? If so, how do you handle these questions?

· Do you believe the public knows the extent of services offered by the Government of Canada?

· o If not, what should be done to improve awareness?

· In what areas do you think the Government serves the public well?

· And in what areas of customer service do you think the Government does a poor job?

· What types of problems have you experienced in serving the public?

· Are there processes in place to address such problems when they occur?

· Tell me about them. Do they work?


Problem Identification / Prioritization 





60 Minutes

I’d like to understand a little more about the challenges you might face in providing excellent service delivery. I have another team exercise for you…

(Participants will be put in pairs (by service delivery method);

Each pair is given 5-10 large post-it notes.)

In the next five minutes I’d like you to work with your partner to identify 5-10 areas that you think need to be changed to improve customer service (this could be for any area). These areas can be as small as better databases, or as big as redefining service boundaries. It could involve external stimuli, work environment, tools and resources, and so on. Please put just one idea on each post it note.

Give teams 5 minutes to complete the exercise

Bring groups back together; moderator sticks ideas up, grouping similar points together.

Ask for assistance to identify areas of overlap.

Looking at the areas you’ve identified, I’d like to find out what you consider to be the top five areas where change is needed. These would be the items you believe would make the most difference for customers. (Pass out paper- individually jot down top five).

Gather comments and collectively prioritize top five items.

Let’s discuss those top five items…

For each item ask the group:

· On a continuum, where is the Government’s service delivery now in this area?

· What’s preventing it from moving forward on the line?

· What challenges exist to offering excellent customer service in this area?

(If training / resources are mentioned)

· Have resources changed within the area? If so, how?

· What training initiatives are needed? What training has been available?

· What resources or support you think are essential to offering good customer service?

· And what, if anything, is missing in your work environment?

· How, if at all, do these challenges impact the public?

· And how does it impact you personally?

· What do you think causes those issues?

· Who is responsible for addressing those challenges?

· What change would make the greatest difference for customers?

Once all five items have been discussed:

I have one final exercise for you. Imagine for a moment that you could change one thing in the way you serve the public, what would it be? On your exercise sheet, please jot down what change you would make and why. I’ll give you a moment.

· What change would you make?

· What other service delivery opportunities do you believe are missed by the Government of Canada?

· Any other suggestions for improving your service to the public?


Closing

That concludes our discussion. On behalf of the Nova Scotia Federal Council, I would like to thank each of you for your time and comments.

EXERCISE SHEET

Exercise #1:

1. _______________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________

4. _______________________________________________________

5. _______________________________________________________

Exercise #2:

What?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Why?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Corporate Research Associates Inc., 2005

