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Final Report of the Best Value Review of Customer Services 

ACTION RECOMMENDED

The Executive Committee is asked to endorse the key proposals from the Customer Services Best Value Review and the improvement plan underpinning these proposals. The key proposals are to: 

a) adopt the customer services strategy for Suffolk County Council (noting that the Values and Standards sections are in draft and will be subject to full consultation in 2004/05)

b) develop our staff to enable them to be more customer focused.

c) become a more customer focused organisation

d) develop a more customer focused performance management approach. 

briEf summary of report

1. The attached report sets out the findings of Suffolk County Council’s Customer Services Best Value Review and seeks the Committee’s approval for the key proposals and improvement plan set out in section four of the report. The report is extensive and therefore a short executive summary  appears as section one. 

2. The Customer Services Best Value Review was commissioned in line with the County Council’s “Ambition for Suffolk” (Policy and Performance Plan 2003) and the CPA improvement plan priority to “develop excellence in service delivery”.  The review supports the County Council’s ambition to transform access to public services and to enhance the quality of life for  the citizens of Suffolk.

3. Definitions used for the review are outlined in Appendix 2.

reason for recommendation

4. This Best Value Review has not been traditional. It was scoped to focus on people and organisational performance in relation to customer service, while relating to the transformational projects the County Council has undertaken in terms of improving public access.  Several customer services initiatives have therefore already been implemented, particularly around staff training and development. 

5. The reasoning for the recommendations is set out fully in the final report. The Committee’s approval of the review team’s proposals and improvement plan will enable a further drive towards customer focus as a key element of our business. 

6. In terms of timing, the customer services strategy and implementation can be incorporated into the 2005 policy and performance plan and business planning. 

Alternative Options

7. The Committee may wish to suggest alternative options within some or all of the actions.

8. The Committee may wish to approve some or none of the proposed actions.

9. The Committee may wish to request further work/research prior to approving actions. 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

10. Each year Suffolk County Council’s customers are developing higher expectations of our services. Technology and the ability to rapidly access information is becoming part of most people’s everyday life. To meet these demands the County Council has already undertaken projects with partners to provide the type of services our customers need for the 21st century.  Customer Services Direct and the public access programme form part of the foundations of our mission to meet our citizens’ expectations for a well- served and modern Suffolk. Other service led projects such as Customer First and the Navigator project have also moved forward the organisation’s learning around customer service. 

11. This Customer Services Best Value Review therefore has both informed and been informed by these major projects. To avoid duplication the scope of the review has concentrated on the core organisational issues in terms of developing customer services:

a) Our people – behaviours, training and development

b) Our processes – involvement, feedback processes, standards, performance and continuous improvement

c) Our organisational culture – customer services strategy, vision and values.

ANTICIPATED TARGETS AND ACHIEVEMENT TIMESCALES

12. Timescales and targets are set out within the improvement plan (section five). It is proposed that the delivery of the improvement plan will be monitored through a nominated portfolio holder and CMT lead officer and the Council’s Overview and Scrutiny process.

13. The County Council has been advised that the Audit Commission plan to carry out some form of inspection of customer services in 2005/06. This will be subject to review pending Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) categorisation in December 2004.

RISK MANAGEMENT ISSUES

Consistency in customer service

14. There are several customer centred activities and projects in progress currently. There is a risk that if pursued in isolation the Council begins to develop different visions and standards in different directorates or service areas. This could lead to confusion and inequality in service provision and customer expectation both internally and externally. 

15. This review has attempted to identify and link the progress of projects. The recommendation is that the adoption and ownership of an overarching customer services strategy, incorporating the County Council’s values and corporate standards, as well as short and medium term objectives, would help to minimise this risk. The review team has however recognised within the improvement plan that some activities are best placed within existing projects.

Customer service performance

16. In addition, customer or citizen focus is central to Government’s expectation of public service performance. The Audit Commission has requested an inspection of customer services in Suffolk County Council in 2005/06. The Comprehensive Performance Framework (CPA) 2005 framework is changing to reflect the importance of citizen focus. While this was not the driver for our review it does impact upon our timetable to implement priority improvements identified in the review. 

Ownership

17. Finally, there is always a risk that in delivering a new customer focussed strategy and way of working that ownership and implementation across the whole of the organisation is inconsistent. The second phase of the improvement plan will require further “championing” by the Executive and Corporate Management team.

18. Any proposals resulting in the need for resources will be: -

d) funded through re-prioritisation of existing resources, or 

e) addressed by bidding through the normal processes, i.e. the single capital pot and PDS, or 

f) the subject of further reports to Executive Committee.

POLICY AND PERFORMANCE PLAN
19. The delivery of the improvement plan and the customer services strategy will impact upon the Councils approach and performance across all of the priorities in terms of service delivery and the Council’s organisational priorities and development. 

20. Placing the citizen at the heart of our planning and delivery to improve the quality of life for the people of Suffolk is the foundation of our long-term vision for Suffolk.

21. This ambition is amplified through the County Council's Access and Community Involvement theme :

In 2013 Suffolk will be a county where local people and communities are fully involved in decision-making processes and public services are accessible to all.

22. All services provided directly by County Council staff, and those provided by contractors and sub contractors on our behalf can influence the Council’s ability to deliver high standards of customer service.

CONSULTATIONS

23. The best value review team drew upon existing consultation material and commissioned specific consultation.  A summary of the outcomes from a wide range of consultation material is summarised in Appendix 1 of the attached report.

Sources of further information

a) Policy and performance plan 2004

http://www.suffolkcc.gov.uk/policy/pp2004/index.html
b) Public access strategy 

http://colin.suffolkcc.gov.uk/policies/public%20access%20strategy.doc
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