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Purpose of the report
1. To consider working towards the Customer Service Excellence standard as a means of improving the way that the Authority interacts with its customers.
Strategic Planning Framework
2.
The information and recommendation(s) contained in this report are consistent with the Authority’s statutory purposes and its approved strategic planning framework:
· Corporate Plan objectives

Objective 19: Provide high quality, efficient and effective services to the public in a way that responds to the needs of users and ensures that they are widely accessible to those who live, visit, or work in the National Park, including carrying out surveys of our different audiences and ensure that information on customer satisfaction with our services is never more than 5 years old.
Background
2. In debating a report on ‘Creating Strong, Safe and Prosperous Communities’ at the Authority meeting in March 2009 some attention focused on the issue of community involvement and customer care. It was resolved that the Deputy Chief Executive and Member Champion for Corporate Management be authorised to investigate whether the Authority should consider working toward the ‘Customer Service Excellence Standard’, and bring a further report back to the Authority.
3. In considering this issue and putting forward recommendations to the Authority, the Member Champion for Corporate Management and the Deputy Chief Executive were joined by Chris Armitage, who has relevant professional experience and expressed an interest in being involved in the discussions, and the Personnel Manager.

The Current Situation  
4. Although the majority of our core values express our desire to be customer focused there is currently no easily accessible information that informs our customers about how we will interact with them either in terms of simple information about standard response times or about the way in which we will try and interact with our customers.

5. In addition, two of the issues identified that resulted in the recent structural review of the development control team were:
· A rise in the number of complaints, from people who come into contact with the service, that relate primarily to responses and response time to queries

· An increase in the reported complaints from Authority Members relaying complaints from members of the public regarding the difficulty of accessing Planning Officers and delays in dealing with their queries.

6. We do currently publish a document entitled ‘Services, Standards and Performance’. This is in hard copy and on our website within the ‘Looking After’ – ‘About us’ area of the site. However, the value of the document remains unclear. Certainly we have carried out little evaluation as to its impact, internally or with the public. 

7. There is a general feeling that we need to ‘raise our game’ in this area of activity. We pride ourselves on many aspects of our work; if our customers either do not know what we are doing, do not understand why we are doing things or just do not know who to talk to about issues, our excellence in other fields is compromised.

The Customer Service Excellence standard
8. The Customer Service Excellence standard has been developed by Government to assist public bodies to develop services for all that are efficient, effective, excellent, equitable and empowering.  CSE supersedes the Charter Mark Award that was established in 1991 to demonstrate the achievement of a national standard for excellence in customer service in public sector organisations. 
9. The Customer Service Excellence standard tests in great depth:
· delivery 
· timeliness

· information

· professionalism

· staff attitude 
through an externally verified assessment process.

10.  Emphasis is placed on developing customer insight, understanding the user’s experience and the robust measurement of service satisfaction. It looks at how customer focused an organisation is when delivering their services and requires it to continuously look at how it can improve its customer focus and then on putting these ideas into action. (See the Appendix for an extract from the Customer Service Excellence website http://www.cse.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/aboutTheStandardCSE.do )
 Experience of other National Park Authorities
11.  Three other National Park Authorities have gone through, or are in the process of going through, the CSE standard.
· The North York Moors NPA have been a Charter Mark authority for the past ten years and are now applying for the CSE standard

· The Lake District NPA have recently been assessed under the CSE and have attained the standard
· Plas Tan y Bwlch,  the Snowdonia NPA training centre, has recently been awarded the standard.
12.  A meeting was held with officers of the Lake District and North York Moors NPAs to learn from their experiences. The lessons learnt were:
· Use it as a tool to improve not as a tool to find out what
  you are not doing

· Use it to pull together all the great customer service - 
  then share this with everyone in your organisation
· It provides an opportunity to step back and look critically at service provision

· It has resulted in increased customer satisfaction
· It needs a lot of commitment
· It does require the input of resources but it quickly becomes embedded in the way the organisation carries out its business.

13.  Both organisations were convinced of the benefit of the CSE approach and the continual improvements in customer service that it instigated. The LDNPA, as new standard achievers made particular reference to the dramatic improvements in the public perception of the Authority and its work that the standard have helped to engender. Both NPAs recommended that, should the Authority decide to undertake the standard, it is well worth having a ‘pre-assessment’ carried out by one of the assessment bodies to establish the starting point of the organisation.
Advantages and disadvantages

14. There are advantages and disadvantages to adopting the CSE. 

Some of the advantages are:

· It is a nationally recognised standard

· It provides a comprehensive framework for addressing the issue

· Commitment to the standard will require us to maintain and improve our customer services

· It is another externally verified process (eg Investors in People, Equality Framework, the NPAPA process) and so provides effective and objective benchmarking
· It highlights the importance of the issue to staff

· It clearly shows our customers what they can expect.

· It covers all aspects of the work of the Authority.

· It addresses our core values

· It is a good way to achieve structured feedback on how to improve our services
· It has the potential to increase staff motivation and pride in their work
· It provides a vehicle to celebrate what we are good at
· It provides positive publicity and public recognition of the standard reached
· It provides peer group recognition
15. Some of the disadvantages are:
· It is another externally verified process (eg Investors in People, Equality Framework, the NPAPA process) and so is another call on our corporate resources in managing these processes. 
· It requires the commitment of staff time and resources.

Financial implications
16. Experience from the NYMNPA and LDNPA indicate that the cost (excluding staff time) of a pre-assessment is approximately £1000 and that the cost of the initial assessment is approximately £4000.  Following the initial assessment a third of the areas covered by assessment are then assessed annually on a rolling programme, with the cost falling to reflect this. 

17.  In addition it may be necessary to undertake some additional survey work to establish baseline information although it is envisaged that the majority of the information needed is available from existing sources.
Staffing implications
18. Again experience indicates that there is a significant staff input needed initially to undertake the assessment and then the requirement levels off to approximately half a day a week. Whilst the LDNPA dedicated a specific member of staff to the assessment initially as part of a fundamental restructuring of the organisation the NYMNPA have incorporated the process into existing personnel duties.
19.  It is envisaged that, should the Authority decide to adopt the standard, the staffing requirements can be met within existing resources with the establishment of a project working group to manage the initial assessment process before it becoming embedded within authority functions. 

Conclusion
20.  Our work is driven by our two statutory purposes. The success of our communications with our customers, both visitors to the Park and our local communities, has a direct effect on our ability to carry out those purposes. Anyone who comes into contact with us, from a casual visitor to a National Park Centre to an agent dealing with planning matters, should be able to say that they have been dealt with efficiently, fairly and with respect.

21.  Our current  ‘Services, Standards and Performance’ leaflet is not well known throughout the Authority and at the very least requires updating and re-launching but this alone will not provide the fundamental change in attitudes required to ensure that we can confidently say that the way in which we deal with our customers is excellent. 
22.  Customer Service Excellence Assessment Services, one of the appointed companies providing assessment services (and the one that carried out the other NPA assessments), provides the facility of an on line self assessment. An informal assessment has been carried out using the on line questions and criteria to give an indication of where the Authority might sit within the scale of the standard. 

23. Each question is scored either Strong, Satisfactory, Insufficient or Weak. Given the timescale the answers given were subjective but informed by knowledge and experience. The results whilst by no means accurate give some insight into where our starting point might be. The results tend to show that whilst we are fairly good on the organisational, performance and providing information aspects, we are weaker on listening to customers and knowing and reporting on timeliness of services. 
24.  Having looked at the assessment process in some detail therefore, it is considered that whilst it may be necessary to establish further baseline data the Authority does have many of the building blocks in place to apply for the standard. It is also considered that our existing commitments to initiatives such as Investors in People, the Equality Standards and the up and coming NPA Performance Assessment process will complement the CSE process.
25.  It is considered that the adoption of the CSE will result in significant improvements in the way we fulfil our statutory purposes and that it is worth putting the necessary resources into it. In the first instance it is proposed that we undertake, in 2009/10 a ‘pre-assessment’ using the same organisation, CSE Assessment Services,  that assessed the other NPAs as it will have useful background experience of National Park Authority work. It is further proposed that £1000 is allocated from the Opportunities Fund to undertake this pre assessment. Following this it is envisaged that a detailed programme, timetable and budget provision can be developed for attainment of the standard in 2010/11.  
RECOMMENDATION
26.  That Members

(a)
agree to the Authority pursuing the adoption of the Customer Service Excellence Standard.

(b)
agree to the allocation of £1000 from the Opportunities Fund for a pre-assessment.

Jon Avison 
Deputy Chief Executive

Carl Lis 

Member Champion Corporate Management

Chris Armitage

Member

Hannah Clarke
Personnel Officer

Background documents:  Customer Service Excellence, The Government Standard
16th June 2009
Appendix 
Customer Service Excellence is designed to operate on three distinct levels:
As a driver of continuous improvement. By allowing organisations to self assess their capability, using our online self-assessment tool, in relation to customer focussed service delivery, identifying areas and methods for improvement; 
1. As a skills development tool. By allowing individuals and teams within the organisation to explore and acquire new skills in the area of customer focus and customer engagement, thus building their capacity for delivering improved services; 

2. As an independent validation of achievement. By allowing organisations to seek formal accreditation to the Customer Service Excellence standard, demonstrate their competence, identify key areas for improvement and celebrate their success. 

Customer Service Excellence can benefit both your staff and your organisation in a number of ways:

· As a diagnostic tool. By posing a series of questions around the 5 criteria of the standard, Customer Service Excellence builds a picture of your organisation and how customer focussed it truly is. It challenges you to look afresh at your organisation from the perspective of the customer – examining what you deliver and how. A free online self-assessment tool allows you great flexibility to how you and your team approach this. 
· Building Team and Individual Skills. At the heart of Customer Service Excellence are well researched concepts around the key aspects of customer insight and how this can be used to deliver a truly customer focussed service. It provides advice and guidance on a whole range of tools and techniques that can be used to deliver excellence. In this way both individuals and teams can learn new skills and gain greater understanding of these important concepts and how they can be used to build a truly customer focussed culture. 
· Independent Validation and Certification. You can be tested and your performance assessed against the Customer Service Excellence standard. Those organisations successfully assessed are formally certified and allowed to display the Customer Service Excellence hallmark as recognition of excellence and achievement. 
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