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Introduction

Jobcentre Plus has continually undertaken research to assess and understand
customer satisfaction with the services that it provides, including repeated Customer
Satisfaction Surveys, most recently in 2007. This report presents results from
qualitative fieldwork which aimed to further understand some of the key headline
results reported in the most recent survey findings (Johnson and Fidler, 2008).
The research pursues prominent themes raised in the survey findings regarding
differential levels of satisfaction between different benefit groups, Jobcentre Plus
regions and specific customer groups. It also addresses some specific issues that
arose from the survey results.

The research was initially planned to immediately follow the quantitative survey.
However, concerns regarding the transfer of personal data from Government to
external contractors led to a delay in the qualitative research for a period of ten
months and as a consequence a revised methodology was employed.

Methodology

The research comprised qualitative fieldwork with a range of different staff and
customer respondents. Fieldwork with staff included 44 interviews across 11
districts with a wide range of Jobcentre Plus staff, nine Customer Service Director
interviews, three Senior Management interviews and 22 interviews with a mixture
of staff from Benefit Delivery Centres (BDCs). Fieldwork with customers consisted
of telephone follow-up with 110 customers who took part in the survey and a total
of 33 customer focus groups (three per region) covering Jobseeker’s Allowance
(JSA), Income Support (IS) and Incapacity Benefit (IB) customers. All interviews and
focus groups were undertaken using a semi-structured topic guide and interview
transcripts were analysed using NVivo.

The initial research design for this project had intended to follow up issues arising
from the survey and to do so by using dedicated focus group discussions with
specific customer groups. However, it was not possible to sample customers
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according to these groups because of difficulties with drawing and transferring
a new customer sample. The fieldwork was therefore restructured within the
constraints of using existing customer samples drawn for earlier projects and as a
consequence of sampling and selecting in this way, several potential biases were
introduced into the research (see Section 2.4) which tend to weight experiences
in favour of dissatisfaction over satisfaction when considering some specific
questions. Therefore, the overall findings from the qualitative research should not
be understood as typical of the whole Jobcentre Plus customer group in relation
to overall levels of satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Rather, the advantages of this
qualitative research are that the data offers a deeper insight into some of the
issues arising from the survey, and offers a better understanding of why a small
proportion of Jobcentre Plus customers are dissatisfied. This is crucial to assessing
the extent to which satisfaction might be improved further and how this might
be achieved. In relation to the majority of the research objectives, these potential
biases in the customer element of the methodology did not affect the analysis and
wherever this may be the case it is fully discussed in the findings below.

General satisfaction

Most staff indicated that they perceive customers to be, in the main, satisfied
with the services provided. Customers involved in the qualitative research were
much more negative about the standard of customer service than staff and
customers involved in the quantitative Customer Satisfaction Survey. This was
expected given the methodology employed and should not be interpreted as a
real difference between staff and customers on this issue or a difference between
survey and qualitative findings. Rather, as an indicator of general satisfaction
among all customers, the survey results should be used. However, the qualitative
results provide a much richer picture of the dynamics associated in particular with
dissatisfaction, thereby offering insight into the extent to which and how Jobcentre
Plus can further improve satisfaction with its services.

Customers and staff largely concurred on the core drivers of satisfaction and
dissatisfaction. The most important factors underpinning satisfaction included the
speed and accuracy of new claims processing, accessibility of services, advice and
support, staff attitudes and the quality and consistency of information provided to
customers. In addition, both customers and staff identified broader eligibility rules
and payment levels as having an important impact on satisfaction; factors which
are predominantly outside the control of Jobcentre Plus.
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Explaining the survey findings

Arange of differences in the drivers of satisfaction and dissatisfaction were identified
between different benefit groups. Some headline themes include the importance
of activation'-related dynamics and a perceived lack of training opportunities as a
cause of dissatisfaction among JSA customers. Some Jobcentre Plus customers, by
their very nature, are experiencing challenging financial, personal, social or health-
related contexts. This has an important bearing on their satisfaction with Jobcentre
Plus. The higher levels of satisfaction found in the Customer Satisfaction Survey
for lone parents may result from the voluntary nature of provision, the increasing
availability of childcare and the ability to build stable and positive relationships
between lone parents and their specialist Advisers.

The research did not identify any credible reasons to explain higher levels of
dissatisfaction among some ethnic minority groups. Some plausible but largely
speculative explanations for lower levels of male satisfaction were offered. An
example includes customer expectations about the types of job that are suitable for
men, which may sometimes be outdated given prevailing labour market conditions.
Nevertheless, this disjuncture may have an important bearing on the satisfaction
of male job seekers. The research suggests few credible explanations for regional
differences in customer satisfaction, except in the case of London, where more
challenging labour market conditions may lead to problems associated with the
volume of work and staffing.

Explanations for the small minority of customers who reported in the Customer
Satisfaction Survey that they were provided with incorrect or contradictory
information, included explanations related to different remits of various members
of Jobcentre Plus staff. Any one individual member of Jobcentre Plus staff only has
a limited remit and therefore will only have up-to-date knowledge related to their
own area. At the same time, however, they may occasionally face understandable
pressures to provide information on the whole benefits and unemployment system,
leading to the occasional provision of incorrect information. Equally, however,
an additional explanation may include the difficulty of communicating complex
messages about the benefit system to customers who often may not appreciate
subtle differences in information provided, especially where they face difficulties
with basic skills and/or are in stressful personal circumstances. Similarly, problems
relating to changes of circumstances arise from a complexinterplay of organisational
and process dynamics such as communication between different parts of the
organisation and the competing priorities posed by different performance targets.
Coupled with the difficulties in communicating complex messages to customers

! Activation refers to the process of encouraging jobseekers to undertake active
and effective job search activity. Activation measures include the promotion
and checking of work-related and job search activity at Fortnightly Job
Reviews (FJRs) and encouragement to broaden the range of employment
sought in new claims and Work Focused Interviews (WFIs).
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this can mean that changes in circumstances are sometimes delayed and become
more complex.

The research findings suggest several explanations for the survey results which
found that 14 per cent of customers wanted to complain at some point but only
around three per cent reported that they actually did so. These include the role of
staff in handling queries and resolving concerns before customers make a formal
complaint. Some respondents also highlighted the potential discord between the
relatively formal complaints process and the preference of many customers for
more informal communication, though it should be noted that Jobcentre Plus
does publish a leaflet giving information about both formal and informal methods
of complaining. The qualitative research also confirms the survey findings that
at least part of the explanation for the difference between those who want to
complain and those who do so results from customers’ mistrust in the ‘system’
and a feeling that complaints either won't be taken seriously or will result in
individual customers facing additional penalties or disadvantage.

Customer satisfaction with services

Both staff and customers concurred that the central features of the new claims
process in relation to customer satisfaction were the speed, accuracy and efficiency
of the data gathering and processing procedure. Several staff and customer
respondents suggested that the current system is fragmented and that there are
multiple points at which delays can occur. Customers are concerned about call
charges and the ease of getting through to a Customer Services Agent. Staff and
customers also agreed that it is important that staff treat customers with respect
and politeness throughout the new claims process.

The effectiveness of FJRs was questioned by customers and staff because of the
very limited amount of time available. While there have been some attempts
to develop a differentiated and more flexible approach to give some customers
more time at FJR, customers would welcome further flexibility and the availability
of genuine support rather than what they sometimes perceive as a superficial
‘checking-up’ exercise. Both staff and customers noted that the conditionality side
of this interaction predominates and because both perceive that it is not matched
with support, this introduces a tension in customer relationships with Jobcentre
Plus. Both staff and customers suggest that timeliness and professionalism are
important, especially given the potential for customers to be sanctioned where
they fail to keep to appointments.

Staff suggested that new claims WFIs can be difficult because customers are at that
stage predominantly concerned with ensuring that their new claim is processed
quickly. It was also suggested that WFIs are a balance between nurturing and
respecting customer aspirations at the same time as ensuring that these are realistic
in the context of available labour market opportunities and that customers may
see this latter element as dissatisfying. Customers suggested that they see WFls as
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a means of applying pressure on them to take up available job opportunities but
that these are frequently perceived as unsuitable in some way. Customers are often
frustrated at the lack of training and other support available and matching of this
support to longer-term career aspirations as opposed to quick job outcomes.

Some staff and many customers were heavily critical of the quality of mandatory
external provision and customers suggested that some basic functions undertaken
through contracts (such as CV support, help with job search and access to the
internet for job search) could be provided in-house.

Customer satisfaction with channels

The office environment was described as clean, functional and comfortable. The
open plan layout provided a more inclusive atmosphere and a less segregated
office; however, many customers suggested the number of security guards was
excessive and overbearing. Overall, respondents (staff and customers) had a
good awareness of the channels available at Jobcentre Plus; however there was
less awareness of the website in comparison to other channels. However, while
respondents were aware of the channels available, they did not necessarily have a
clear understanding of how to fully utilise them to their maximum capability.

The majority of customer respondents had a preferred channel to access Jobcentre
Plus services, depending on their individual circumstances. Factors which influenced
their decision included office location, costs incurred for use of channel, comfort,
assistance and support provided, ease of use and reliability of information.
Customers placed great importance on the level of knowledge and attitudes of
staff for face-to-face and telephone contact. Throughout all the research with
customers a general lack of face-to-face support when combined with conditionality
and activation pressure was identified as a key driver of dissatisfaction.

In relation to benefit type; JSA customers were most likely to use Jobpoints and
the website to access employment opportunities. In comparison to other channels,
the website was least used by customers, principally because they lack internet
access or computer literacy. The dissatisfaction experienced with this channel may
be contributed to by the lack of online experience and computer skills or age-
related familiarity with these types of media.

Providing services to customers with additional needs

The Customer Satisfaction Survey (Johnson and Fidler, 2008), First Contact
Customer Survey and First Contact qualitative research (Nunn et al., 2008a; Nunn
et al., 2009), revealed some issues around differential customer satisfaction in
relation to disability and some specific ethnic minority groups. However, these
differences were not clear cut and proved an insufficient basis on which to make
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any interpretative judgement. This qualitative research suggests that staff feel
that they are broadly able to identify customers’ additional needs, relying on a
number of forms of information including computer records relating to individual
customers and softer conversation and communication with customers on an
individual basis.

While staff are reasonably confident in identifying additional needs, this is less
so in relation to 'hidden’ disabilities and needs related to mental health and
behavioural issues. Staff commitment to the equalities agenda and knowledge,
awareness and willingness to utilise the wide range of adjustments to services
and communication that are available to them was widespread and apparently
deeply held. However, there was little evidence of any local level monitoring of
the impact of service delivery such as different levels of referrals to provision, job
outcomes or access to services.

Customer service and Jobcentre Plus

Both customers and staff identified treating customers with respect, politeness
and listening to their needs as paramount in good quality customer service. Both
groups also identified professionalism and individualisation of the services provided
to customers as central as well as detailed and up-to-date knowledge on the part
of staff. The need for a dedicated CV help service and the provision of internet
access at the offices was also supported by both respondent groups.

From the staff perspective, suggested improvements in the Jobcentre Plus
services centred around increases in resources (staff numbers and office space),
improvements to training and awareness raising and a stronger management
emphasis on quality and flexibility rather than standardisation and workflow.

Evidence from customers suggested that an increase in clarity about the correct
use of channels and the provision of information to customers about channel
functionality is necessary to help customers benefit from available services. More
dedicated and relevant advice was sought in relation to training and employment
opportunities by customer respondents. In addition, customers with specific health
issues (mainly, although not exclusively, IB customers) which affect their ability to
secure suitable employment emphasised the need for a more sympathetic service
where staff had a better understanding of health matters.

Discussion and Interpretation

The Customer Satisfaction Survey suggested that the vast majority of Jobcentre
Plus customers are satisfied with the service that they have received from the
organisation. Among those who are less satisfied, this research suggests that a
range of factors account for this, some of which are within the control of Jobcentre
Plus (e.g. staff knowledge and treatment of customers) and others which are not
(e.g. benefit eligibility rules and levels of benefit payments). Therefore, Jobcentre
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Plus might be able to make changes which will impact positively on those customers
that report dissatisfaction; however, it will not be able to eliminate dissatisfaction
entirely, since many of the most important causes of disgruntlement among
customers lie outside its control.

The research suggests the following areas are considered for improvement
in the development of future services and as part of the process of continual
improvement:

e improvements to staff training focusing on generic issues around the importance
of ‘customer service’ and specific areas such as identifying customers with
additional needs;

e staff respondents suggested additional resources may be necessary as a result
of the current economic climate and increasing workloads;

e customers would welcome a greater focus on assistance and support to run
alongside conditionality;

* many staff and customer responses centred around rigidity in service provision
and the need for flexibility in some cases to meet customers’ individual needs as
well as ensuring professional and timely delivery of services; and

e there may be scope to introduce additional and less formal mechanisms of
communication in the complaints system so that customer difficulties can both
be resolved and learnt from to improve service provision.

The research suggests that a combination of the current economic downturn and
planned reforms to the benefit system might introduce pressures toward greater
dissatisfaction that may be picked up by future surveys. These may particularly
affect some of the customer groups that are currently most satisfied, such as
lone parents.
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1 Introduction

Since the establishment of Jobcentre Plus, the organisation has continually
undertaken research to assess and understand customer satisfaction with the
services that it provides. This has led to the conduct of repeated Customer
Satisfaction Surveys, most recently in 2007. This report presents results from
qualitative fieldwork which aimed to further understand some of the key headline
results reported in the survey findings (Johnson and Fidler, 2008).

In particular, the research pursues prominent themes raised in the survey
findings regarding differential levels of satisfaction between different benefit
groups, Jobcentre Plus regions and other specific customer groups such as
men and some ethnic minorities. The research also attempts to address some
specific issues that arose from the survey results, such as the small but significant
proportion of customers who reported in the quantitative survey that they had
considered complaining at some point, and why the majority of these customers
do not appear to continue to actually make a complaint. Finally, issues related
to access to Jobcentre Plus services and to the quality of information provision
were also specifically explored. The research allowed some of these issues to be
comprehensively addressed while some others (specifically differential levels of
satisfaction among some ethnic minority groups and Jobcentre Plus regions) were
not fully or persuasively explained.

In addition, a wide variety of additional findings arose from the research
which provides an insight into the functioning of the relationship between a
key government department and important social groups from a public policy
perspective during a period of considerable change in both the policy programme
affecting them and the social and labour market context in which both Jobcentre
Plus and its customers operate. While this was not specifically the focus of the
research, it nevertheless provides useful evidence that might be utilised in the
design and implementation of the wide ranging programme of welfare and labour
market policy reform which is currently underway.

The research was initially planned to immediately follow the quantitative survey.
However, due to difficulties with drawing and transferring a new customer sample,
the research was delayed and a revised methodology was needed. The limitations
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of the revised methodology are outlined in Section 2.6. One of the implications
of the research methodology which was used is that the research findings are
intentionally not typical of all Jobcentre Plus customers in relation to one specific
aspect of the research; the overall level of satisfaction of Jobcentre Plus customers.
This does not undermine the usefulness of the research for policy and programme
development. This is because the findings provide a deep and rich insight into
the factors which underpin experiences of dissatisfaction with Jobcentre Plus. The
survey findings show that this is the experience of only a small proportion of
customers, but understanding what causes dissatisfaction for this group is crucial
to identifying what scope there is for improving customer satisfaction in the
future and how this might be done. In relation to the wide range of other issues
explored in the research there is no reason to think that the changes imposed on
the methodology had any substantive impact on the findings.
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2 Methodology

2.1 Introduction and objectives

The objectives of the research were to:

e investigate in greater depth the findings and issues arising from the Customer
Satisfaction Survey 2007 quantitative survey including, in particular what
explains why some groups are more satisfied than others;

e obtain a better understanding of customers’ experiences of the service provided
by Jobcentre Plus and their expectations and priorities;

e develop a better understanding of the factors that influence satisfaction and
dissatisfaction;

e inform action required by Jobcentre Plus to increase customer satisfaction.

2.2 Key research questions

These objectives were operationalised through the following key research
questions:

1 How can the findings from the quantitative survey be explained? For instance,
what explains the apparently lower levels of satisfaction among male
respondents, JSA claimants, customers in London, the South East and Wales?
What explains the apparently higher levels of satisfaction among lone parents?

2 What other aspects of Jobcentre Plus services affect customers’ satisfaction
with them?

3 What factors explain customer satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and do these
differ between different customer groups?

4 How might customers’ satisfaction with current service delivery inform the
development of services which are better focused on the needs of clients and
the strategic objectives of the organisation, as expressed through Public Service
Agreement (PSA) targets?
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5 How might customers’ satisfaction with current service delivery inform the
current programme of welfare reform? This question was retained from the
initial methodology (see Section 2.5) but it was noted at the outset that
only limited conclusions would be drawn against it because of the changes
imposed by the inability to set up a new and segmented sample in the way
initially envisaged.

2.3 Fieldwork summary

The research comprised qualitative fieldwork with a range of different staff and
customer respondents. This included a range of fieldwork with both staff and
customers:

o staff fieldwork:

— 44 interviews with jobcentre staff, across 11 Districts. These interviews
included Financial Assessors (FAs), FJR staff, Advisers (including Advisory
Service Managers (ASMs), New Deal Advisers, Lone Parent Advisers, Disability
Employment Advisers (DEAs), and Incapacity Benefit (IB) Advisers) and
Jobcentre Operations Managers;

— nine Regional Manager interviews;
— three Senior Management Interviews;

— 22 Benefit Delivery Centre (BDC) Interviews with Benefit Processors (of all
benefits), Telephony staff and team leaders and managers.

e customer fieldwork (see Table 1 for dates and locations):

11 customer focus groups with Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) customers;

11 customer focus groups with Income Support (IS) customers;

11 customer focus groups with Incapacity Benefit (IB) customers;

telephone follow-up with 110 customers who took part in the survey to ask
them for additional explanations of their survey responses.

Customers involved in face-to-face research were offered a £20 cash incentive
in addition to expenses for travel and childcare where relevant. All interviews
and focus groups were undertaken using a semi-structured topic guide and were
recorded digitally before being transcribed verbatim, other than the telephone
follow-up customer interviews which were recorded digitally but written up using
detailed and structured interviewer notes rather than transcription.
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Table 2.1 Locations and dates of customer fieldwork

Number of
Region Postcode Location attendees Date
East of England NR Norwich 25 Wednesday 8
October 2008
East Midlands NG Nottingham 20 Thursday 30
October 2008
London SE Peckham 21 Wednesday 15
October 2008
North East NE Newcastle 25 Wednesday 29
October 2008
North West M Manchester 13 Tuesday 30
September 2008
Scotland G Glasgow 23 Tuesday 28
October 2008
South East BN Brighton 26 Tuesday 14
October 2008
South West BS Bristol 26 Wednesday 22
October 2008
Wales CF Cardiff 23 Tuesday 21
October 2008
West Midlands B Birmingham 23 Wednesday 29
October 2008
Yorkshire and Humber S Sheffield 24 Tuesday 7
October 2008

2.4 Sampling and selection

Customer respondents were sampled from the existing sample drawn from
the Work and Pensions Longitudinal Study for two previous projects: the 2007
Customer Satisfaction Survey and a related survey of customers in relation to
customers’ experiences of ‘first contact’ with Jobcentre Plus (Nunn et al., 2008a).
Contacts used to sample for the Focus Groups were those either not previously
used for these studies or where when contacted customers had indicated that they
were willing to take part in future research projects. No individuals were sampled
where they had previously opted out of the research. Customers sampled for the
telephone follow-up were contacted on the basis of having answered relevant
guestions in the Customer Satisfaction Survey and indicated that they were willing
to take part in subsequent follow-up research. Staff contacts were sampled and
selected on the basis of negotiations with district level liaisons.



14

Methodology

2.5 Analysis

All focus group and interview transcripts were analysed using specialist qualitative
analysis computer software (NVivo). For the telephone follow-up research, detailed
structured research notes were used as the basis for analysis rather than verbatim
transcripts. The analytical framework was both deductive and inductive. Deductive
research methods take particular expectations or hypotheses derived from previous
work and use observed findings to test the validity of these. As such, the qualitative
fieldwork used the findings from the Customer Satisfaction Survey (Johnson and
Fidler, 2008) and other relevant research projects to establish discussion guides
and coding frameworks to structure the analysis. Inductive research methods
start from an alternative premise and allow meanings and findings to emerge
from the observed data. The fieldwork and analysis was sufficiently open to allow
respondents to discuss experiences which were not part of the pre-established
discussion guide. To accommodate these in the analysis it was possible to introduce
new codes as the transcripts were analysed.

2.6 Limitations and imposed changes in the
methodology

The initial research design for this project had intended to follow-up issues arising
from the survey and to do so by using the dedicated focus group discussions with
the following customer groups:

e long-term JSA customers.

e shorter-term JSA customers;

IB customers and those on IS for reasons of ill-health;
e customers with Basic Skills needs;

e |one parents and carers;

e some specific ethnic minorities;

e former Jobcentre Plus customers who have found and remained in employment;

However, it was not possible to sample customers according to these groups
because of difficulties with drawing and transferring a new customer sample.
As such the fieldwork was restructured within the constraints of using existing
customer samples drawn for the earlier projects and taking into account pragmatic
concerns such as customer proximity to central urban locations which could be
reached via public transport.

The use of focus groups in relation to Jobcentre Plus customers was appropriate
in that it offered the most effective means of accessing detailed qualitative
explanations for the levels of satisfaction identified by the survey. However,
sampling and selecting in this way may have imposed several potential biases into
the element of the research that involved Jobcentre Plus customers:
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e sampling bias — those sampled in the first place are likely to have been on
benefits for some time, indicating that they have not been successful in finding
employment;

e selection bias — customers are contacted but then effectively volunteer to take
part in the research;

e participation bias — focus group methods tend to privilege the views of those
who have most to say. Based on experiences in this and similar projects,
dissatisfaction tends to lead to customers having more to say than satisfaction,
meaning that dissatisfied customers tend to dominate the discussion, though
the discussions were facilitated by experienced researchers who ensured that
less vociferous respondents were able to have the opportunity to participate
fully.

In each of these different ways a potential bias towards experiences of
dissatisfaction rather than satisfaction is introduced. This means that overall the
findings from the qualitative research with customers should not be understood
as typical of the whole Jobcentre Plus customer group in relation to overall levels
of satisfaction and dissatisfaction. The Customer Satisfaction Survey should be
used to understand the overall pattern of satisfaction and dissatisfaction as in that
research substantial efforts were made to ensure the findings were statistically
robust and representative. Rather, the advantages of this qualitative research are
that the data offers a much deeper insight into some of the issues arising from
the Survey, and in particular may offer a much better understanding of why a
small proportion of Jobcentre Plus customers are dissatisfied, in line with the
initial objectives of the project. Understanding detailed explanations for why a
small number of customers are dissatisfied with the services they receive from
Jobcentre Plus is crucial to identifying the extent to which there is scope for
customer satisfaction to be further increased and what specific measures might
be necessary to achieve this.

The main way that the limitations of the imposed methodology impinge on the
analysis and objectives, is in relation to the qualitative findings about levels of
satisfaction, which is at odds with the quantitative survey findings. However,
in matters of understanding the causal dynamics underpinning satisfaction and
dissatisfaction there is no reason to think that the findings are at all unreliable.
Wherever necessary, any undue bias resulting from the constraints in the
methodology were managed in the analysis process and, where relevant, this is
included in the discussion of findings below. It is also important to note that the
customer element of the research is just one component and was balanced out by
the substantial amount of fieldwork undertaken with Jobcentre Plus staff.



16

Methodology

Although the tradition of quantitative surveys and qualitative follow-up research
with customers is still very much part of the business of Jobcentre Plus, this
particular report departs in an important way from previous work. Jobcentre
Plus has always followed up a range of customer groups from the quantitative
satisfaction surveys, including the dissatisfied, but on this occasion has probed
further into the dissatisfied group of customers to get information which will help
improve services further.
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3 General satisfaction

3.1 Summary

Box 1: Summary of general satisfaction with Jobcentre Plus

e Most staff indicate that they perceive customers to be, in the main, satisfied
with the services that they provide.

e Customersinvolvedinthe qualitative research painted a much more negative
picture about the standard of customer service than staff and customers
involved in the quantitative Customer Satisfaction Survey. This was
expected given the methodology employed and should not be interpreted
as a real difference between staff and customers on this issue. Rather,
as an indicator of general satisfaction among all customers, the survey
results should be used. However, the qualitative results provide a much
richer picture of the dynamics associated in particular with dissatisfaction,
thereby offering insight into the extent to which and how Jobcentre Plus
can further improve satisfaction with its services.

e Customers and staff largely concurred on the core drivers of satisfaction
and dissatisfaction. The most important factors underpinning satisfaction
included the speed and accuracy of the new claims service, accessibility of
services, advice and support, staff attitudes and the quality and consistency
of information provided to customers. In addition, both customers and staff
identified broader eligibility rules and payment levels as having an important
impact on satisfaction which was outside the control of Jobcentre Plus.

3.2 Evidence from staff

A range of issues relating to customer satisfaction was discussed with staff
including: their perceptions of customer satisfaction overall; the factors that
underpin levels of satisfaction/dissatisfaction; and perceived changes in satisfaction
over the previous year.

17
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3.2.1 General satisfaction

The majority of staff respondents perceive that customers are largely satisfied
with Jobcentre Plus and that any problems tend to be focused with a minority of
individuals. Some teams such as telephony response in Benefit Delivery Centres
(BDCs), have, however, been created to specifically engage with customers making
repeat contact to chase new claims and lodge queries; and respondents from these
teams tend to perceive higher levels of dissatisfaction overall, precisely because of
the nature of their role. There was a suggestion that initial customer expectations
of Jobcentre Plus can be low, but that once engaged, customers are, in the main,
satisfied. Though it is not clear what drivers affect these initial expectations,
there is evidence presented in Section 4.2.2 that media and customer-to-
customer contact both impact on customer perceptions of the services offered by
Jobcentre Plus.

A number of staff made observations regarding some of the potential underlying
causes of dissatisfaction, suggesting that at times they may relate more to the
legislation that governs eligibility for benefits rather than the service itself; that
there is a lack of understanding amongst customers about the systems in place;
and that satisfaction is most frequently determined by the outcome, rather than
the process:

...you could go out on a limb for a customer and...spend all day on a case
and at the end of the day if the outcome is the fact that they’re not going to
get any money because of any reason, they’re still not happy with you.’

(Benefit Processor)

Linked to this, a number of Advisers and Advisory Service Managers (ASMs)
identified the increased potential for dissatisfaction in relation to benefit processing
issues, which are often regarded as a higher priority by customers than job search
support:

"...In my role then the benefit would [already] be set up...and if it’s not...it'’s
very hard to get them to focus on work as an option because they’re still
strugqgling with their bills.”

(Disability Employment Adviser (DEA))

Other key areas felt to influence satisfaction/dissatisfaction are the prevalence
of telephone rather than face-to-face contact; and the move towards a system
that demands greater self-service rather than being ‘spoon fed’. Some of the key
factors underpinning customer satisfaction are examined in more detail in the
next section.

3.2.2 Factors underpinning satisfaction

Whilst there was an overall view that customers are generally satisfied with
the service that they receive, many staff respondents acknowledged that in the
minority of cases where there is dissatisfaction, this can be both genuine and
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justified, and that the operation of services is not always as effective as it should
be. This can be in terms of, for example: processing of claims; seeing individuals
at an appointed time; availability of staff, either in person or on the telephone;
ability of staff to respond to queries; lack of a single point of contact for queries;
and the inflexibility of the system (and the role of staff within it). To a large degree,
resource constraints were identified as a key factor in each of these areas, either
in terms of limited availability of staff or training; and/or the rapid implementation
of new processes. The impact of the current economic climate was also viewed
as significant in this respect, with the increasing number of job seekers placing
greater pressure on the system, and leading to a change in the characteristics
of some of their customer groups, with many new claimants lacking any recent
experience with the benefits system and potentially bringing new challenges.

Overall, staff suggested a variety of specific factors that contribute to the satisfaction/
dissatisfaction of customers, more details of which are presented below. These
tend to relate to one specific element of the service, but it should be noted that
there is potential for problems to arise at any one point as a customer travels
through the system; and that dissatisfaction with one area can be exacerbated
by problems encountered at a subsequent point. For example, if a customer
encounters difficulties with the processing of a claim, their dissatisfaction is likely
to increase if they then struggle to contact the appropriate individual to resolve
their problem.

Timeliness of benefit processing

The main factor governing customer satisfaction, as perceived by jobcentre staff,
is the time taken to process benefit claims. In particular, levels of satisfaction are
based on:

"...whether they’ve got what they want [and] how long it’s taken to get there.’
(Customer Service Manager (CSM))

Views as to whether this process is improving were mixed. A number of staff
suggested that processing of claims is more rapid since the introduction of the
current model of BDCs. Others were more sceptical, suggesting that staffing is now
inappropriately balanced toward telephony response rather than processing and
that the target-driven culture has led to a focus on new claims, whilst outstanding
claims sometimes remain unresolved. This tallies to some extent with findings
from the parallel research undertaken with staff in relation to First Contact with
Jobcentre Plus (Nunn et al., 2009) which suggested that this same dynamic may
function in relation to the prioritisation of simple claims over more complex ones
at times when this will assist in keeping the average claim processing time within
target limits. Customer expectations were also identified as pertinent in this regard,
with some being highly unrealistic; while in other cases staff acknowledged that
complaints have been justified. Importantly, several respondents suggested that
efficient processing of claims can be vital to ensuring customer commitment to
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efforts to help them find employment, which often only becomes a priority once
financial issues have been resolved:

"...my personal view is that until you've actually got the customer in a
position whereby they feel comfortable with their financial situation...that is
the thing that occupies their brain, therefore you can’t focus them on other
things, and unfortunately there are delays in that.’

(Jobcentre Plus Operations Manager)

Access to services

The ease with which services are accessed was also identified as an important driver
of customer satisfaction. Some staff suggested that access issues were prominent
in rural areas, where physical attendance at jobcentres can be problematic because
of the distances and associated travelling times involved. With this in mind, a
number of staff suggested that the availability of a diverse and flexible range of
methods of access has been a positive development for customers, increasing
their choice in terms of physically attending offices, using Jobpoints and free
Warm Phones, and/or accessing services on the internet. However, there was some
concern amongst staff that continued efforts to restrict customer access to face-
to-face provision without an appointment still causes frustration for customers.
This was allied with ongoing concern among some jobcentre-based staff about
the quality of telephone service channels, for instance, in relation to handling
of the volume of calls, the capacity of Contact Centre staff to answer benefit
and job search-related queries and the multiple stages in the process of making
a new claim. There was some suggestion, overall, that the service has become
fragmented and that this can be a key source of dissatisfaction for customers.
The lack of personal interaction was regarded as a particular issue in relation to
vulnerable customers:

"...I think it does depend on the customers and | think especially because |
deal with sick customers and some of them, especially with mental health
[problems], find it really stressful to deal with on the phone...They find it
much easier to talk to somebody in person. As well, people that if first
language isn’t English, obviously that is really difficult on the phone.’

(Incapacity Benefit (IB) Adviser)

A small number of staff referred to the implementation of the Accessing Jobcentre
Plus Customer Services (AJCS) initiative as a potential driver of dissatisfaction,
with its aim of further reducing footfall in Jobcentre Plus offices. Here concerns
were also voiced by staff in BDCs, who suggested that some customers were
being made to feel unwelcome in jobcentres unless they have an appointment.
For example:

‘I know that some jobcentres have tried to encourage people not to go in and
look at Jobpoints, but surely that’s...the raison d’etre of them being there’.

(BDC Telephony Team Leader)
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While some staff continue to stress concerns about the suitability of new forms
of customer contact as alternatives (rather than additions) to face-to-face service
delivery, others also suggested that as customer familiarity with these channels
increases, dissatisfaction with the restriction of face-to-face contact decreases.

Quality of information

The provision of accurate information to customers is critical in influencing their
satisfaction with the service received. This was acknowledged by a large proportion
of staff respondents, many of whom suggested that overall performance within
the organisation in relation to this area is relatively good.

The provision of misinformation was felt to occur most frequently when jobcentre
staff and BDC staff were responding to queries on services or processes outside
of their own direct remit. For example, a number of BDC staff indicated that
customers were sometimes given inaccurate information about new claims by
Advisers, Financial Assessors (FAs) or Customer Service Managers (CSMs) in
the jobcentre. One member of staff in particular highlighted the potential for
problems because of the volume of information transfer that takes place. Again,
this triangulates with findings from other research focused on the new claim
process (Nunn et al., 2009).

Within the BDCs, there was some indication that staff shortages and limited
training of staff may have resulted, in the past, in the provision of inaccurate
information or where staff have outdated knowledge of a particular issue.
However, the provision of the Customer Service A-Z? was identified as a positive
development in enhancing information quality and accessibility. Where queries
cannot be resolved, the importance of accurate referrals and a full explanation of
why the required assistance cannot be provided at that time, by that individual,
were identified as key aspects in contributing to levels of satisfaction.

Staff also thought that customer perceptions of the usefulness of information can
be influenced by their ability to access this information. One Adviser identified the
potential barriers to accessing information for vulnerable customers with low skills,
particularly when information is provided on the internet or via leaflets, which can be
problematic for those with poor levels of literacy, language or communication skills.

Staff attitudes

Despite indications from staff that the Jobcentre Plus customer experience has
become more impersonal as a result of a reduction in face-to-face meetings and
the increased use of self-service channels, they also frequently expressed significant
levels of personal and professional pride in providing the best service that they can
for their customers. A number made references such as ‘going the extra mile’
and ‘providing a Rolls Royce service’, stressing the importance of minimising

2 A guide to services and process rules available to help staff provide consistent
and accurate information to customers.
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inconvenience for customers. Staff in the jobcentres were also keen to try and
smooth the claims process and handover to BDCs, ensuring as far as possible that
customer data is complete in the first instance, even when this was beyond their
remit. This type of approach was felt to be fundamental in promoting customer
satisfaction. Overall, the general view is illustrated by the following quotations:

‘I think for most customers they just want to feel that they are being listened
to, that they're being treated with respect, that they’re being given the right
information, or where we can’t help them, that we correctly signpost them.’

(ASM)

‘I think if their call is answered promptly...if we're helpful on the phone and
you know, in a polite and respectful manner on the phone as well. If we get
the issue resolved there and then on the phone without...warranting a call
back...try and be as helpful as you can on the phone and have respect as
well | guess’.

(BDC telephony team member)

Treating customers with respect and doing so consistently, irrespective of their
circumstances, was identified as a key element in providing a professional and
dignified service. However, a small number of staff did suggest that other staff
members sometimes make moral judgements about customers.

A further factor that staff in all areas felt was of relevance was continuity and
experience of staff. In some areas, particularly in the BDCs, high levels of staff
turnover and employment of inexperienced staff can have a negative impact on
the way in which staff are able to respond to customers.

Office environment

Most of the staff respondents indicated that changes in the office environment have
been a positive development, making jobcentres a more pleasant and welcoming
place. Whilst the open plan approach was largely perceived as an improvement, it
was also acknowledged that this has had some repercussions in terms of privacy
for customers, particularly when there are limitations on the availability of private
rooms, though evidence from office staff in response to other questions suggested
that these were available when needed (see Section 5.3).

The atmosphere within the jobcentres was felt, by staff respondents, to be friendlier,
partly because of the reception that customers now receive, and partly because
access has been limited largely to those that have a pre-arranged appointment and,
therefore, a purpose for being there. This demonstrates the ‘double-edged sword’
of some of the changes, given that the implementation of an appointment-based
system has also been identified as a potential cause of dissatisfaction amongst
some customers and some staff associate restrictions on footfall as negative.
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External factors

Only a limited number of staff identified any external factors that contribute to
the satisfaction/dissatisfaction of customers. Where this was raised, it was largely
in relation to the portrayal of the service in the media, which was felt to influence
customers’ negative perceptions of the organisation:

...they don’t put the full truth out...or they word it in a way which causes
a bit of panic with people so of course when they come in they’re already
on edge.’

(IB Adviser)

Most recently, the reporting in the media of changes to the system bound up
with the introduction of the Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) to replace
IB and Income Support (IS) paid on incapacity grounds for new customers, was
identified as having contributed to increasing customer concerns. In particular
media coverage of the focus on activation of groups that have in the past been
inactiv