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	EDINBURGH TENANTS FEDERATION

Edinburgh’s Federation of Tenants’ and Residents’ Associations

Tenant Led Inspection 

Summary Report


Summary Report on the tenant led inspection of the City of Edinburgh Council’s repairs reporting processes carried out in June 2008.
1.
Introduction:

This is a summary of the report on the first tenant led inspection carried out by Edinburgh Tenants Federation.  The inspection of the Council’s repairs reporting processes was to establish what works well and what could be improved.  There was a particular commitment to getting feedback from tenants and to establish whether equal opportunities were being addressed.

As this inspection was carried out in parallel with a similar inspection of Dunedin Canmore Housing Association’s repairs reporting processes, there was the added benefit of comparing the services to benchmark and identify improvements.
What was inspected was the range of ways of reporting repairs to determine and compare the effectiveness of each, and to make recommendations where improvements are required.  The objective was to improve repairs reporting by promoting what works best for tenants.
2.
Methods Used:

An intensive inspection programme was drawn up, which included:

· Observing staff taking repairs telephone calls; 
· Interviewing staff at both Repairs Direct and the Central Emergency Service who handle repairs calls; 
· Interviewing staff at local offices to see what assistance is given to tenants wishing to report repairs at their local office;

· Interviewing staff at concierge offices to see what assistance is given to tenants who need a repair reported;

· Interviewing tenants who had made recent repairs calls, both normal and out of hours emergency calls; and
· Carrying out several mystery shopping exercises by telephone, in person at local offices, by email, letter and via the Council’s website to test the effectiveness of these options.
3.
Results:

3.1
Observation and evaluation of staff taking calls using a rating system
Tenant Inspectors observed contact centre operations on two occasions in June, and listened in to 76 calls from tenants and recordings of 9 repairs calls made to the Central Emergency Service.  This provided an overview on busy/quiet and out of hours periods, call content, time taken, how the process of repair reporting was carried out and how the call centre operator performed in the opening, recording and closing of calls.  
Staff scored highly on each of the five criteria the inspectors used, though staff handling out of hours emergency calls received a lower rating overall.

Observations:

(1)
Job Numbers

During our inspection we noted that job numbers were not always given out, and that not all tenants took a note of the number when it was given.  Job numbers are an important part of following up the progress of a repair.  We felt that they should be given as a matter of routine, and that tenants need to be made aware of their purpose. 
(2)
Multi Lingual Service

During the inspection, a question arose on what facilities were available to address problems of language.  Language Line is available to staff but we had no way of witnessing it in action and therefore cannot comment on its effectiveness.
3.2
Interviews of individual staff handling repairs calls using a set questionnaire
Face-to-face interviews were conducted with 10 members of staff working for Repairs Direct and the Central Emergency Service.  The objectives were to learn about their experience of repairs report handling, the nature and value of the training they received and their assessment of the support available to them.

Interviewees felt that the training they receive is relevant, but some felt that more practical training could be provided, for instance on the types of calls that could be received, and that more practice calls would be beneficial.  One interviewee suggested that team leaders should provide more ‘sit-by’ coaching.

Interviewees were generally happy with the level of support available.  Suggestions for improvement were to have more technical support, e.g. someone from EBS on hand in the contact centre, and to look at the provision of aftercare for staff handling distressing calls.

Although interviewees were fairly confident that EBS and Repairs Direct ‘are getting it right’, they had a number of suggestions about how to improve the service tenants receive.  Tenants need to have a better understanding of the service and their rights.  The fact that the call centre operates until 8pm should be more widely publicised, and clearer information about the right to repair legislation, urgent repairs and emergency repairs should be provided through the repairs book.

Interviewees felt there was a need to make their service more friendly.  The complaints process was felt to be too slow because Customer Care can take up to two weeks to investigate complaints.  Staff at Repairs Direct should have more contact with tenants to improve empathy, for instance by accompanying inspectors on home visits once or twice a year.  CES staff should be more aware of the needs of disabled and elderly tenants by introducing a flagging system on their computers.

The relationship between EBS and Repairs Direct needs to be improved.  There was a perception amongst several interviewees that communication is lacking and that EBS’ customer services operation is poor.  They recommended that the relationship could be improved through better communication, for instance by holding regular meetings between call centre operatives and managers, and EBS management.  Repairs Direct staff should visit EBS to see what happens to repairs orders once EBS receives them, in order to gain a better understanding of the fuller process.

Some interviewees felt that EBS needed to make some improvements in order to provide a better service for tenants.  Recruiting more gas engineers was recommended.  It was felt that EBS should not leave tenants waiting for call back appointments when a repair cannot be carried out in one visit.  Furthermore they felt that the overlap between morning and afternoon appointments was not good.

3.3
Observation and interviews of staff in local offices using a set questionnaire
Five inspections were made of four local offices, and inspectors assessed their experience by completing a checklist.  This was followed up by face to face interviews that were carried out with staff in four of the council’s six local offices.  The objectives were to test what happened when tenants went into a local office to report a repair, and to learn what help is provided to tenants visiting the local office to report a repair.

Observation

Inspectors observed that some reception staff appeared to discriminate between customers according to their dress.  During the observation phase, two inspectors visited the same offices: one dressed smartly and the other deliberately dressed down, in order to see whether there was any difference in the way they were each treated.  At the South West local office both inspectors received the same treatment, but in the South Edinburgh local office the more smartly dressed inspector received much better treatment.  

Inspectors were concerned that the layout of some local offices could present accessibility problems for some customers with disabilities, particularly those in wheelchairs, and that the height of the reception desks could present a barrier.  

Staff in some offices were very helpful, while others were not at all helpful.  The phones to Repairs Direct offer no privacy for the customer who can be overheard by staff at the desk and by any other members of the public in reception at the time, and their location in some offices would present accessibility problems for some customers with disabilities.

Interview

Staff interviewed reported a need for better communication between all parts of the service, between Repairs Direct and EBS, between EBS and the tenant, and particularly on multi-trade jobs and out-of-the-ordinary situations.  They felt more support should be made available for vulnerable tenants.

3.4
Interviews of individual concierge staff using a set questionnaire
Face-to-face interviews were carried out with five staff in concierge offices throughout the city.  The objectives were to learn what help is provided to tenants wishing to report a repair through their concierge service.
Staff reported that they generally have no problems in reporting repairs, and can report either by phone or by email to Repairs Direct, though not all staff have access to the computers.  They would like to see repairs staff signing in with the concierge when arriving to carry out a job, and again at the end of the job, so that the concierge staff know that operatives have turned up.  Inspectors were told that this does not always happen.  The benefits of signing in are several – it gives the concierge knowledge of who is in the building, it enables the concierge to forewarn the tenant before the repairs staff arrive at the door, and it enables the concierge to better answer tenants’ queries.

Observation

Concierge staff were more likely to assist tenants reporting repairs than staff in the local offices.
3.5
Surveys of individual tenants using a set questionnaire
51 tenants were surveyed by telephone, answering questions about their experience of reporting a repair.  The objective was to measure tenant satisfaction with the current methods for reporting repairs.
49 tenants had phoned Repairs Direct to report their repair.  One reported their repair through their local housing office, and one via their local concierge office.

All those that had called Repairs Direct reported that their calls had been answered promptly.  48 said that the operators at Repairs Direct had been polite and 46 said that the operators had been helpful.  Five tenants reported that they had had problems reporting their repair.
Tenants were asked to offer suggestions on how the repairs reporting process could be improved.  One suggested that operators speak more slowly as some tenants are hard of hearing.  Another would like to see tenants given a prompt service, while another suggested that operators should be able to make direct contact with an inspector.  

3.6
Mystery shopping 
The objective was to report an ordinary, day-to-day repair in a variety of ways to test how it is handled.  The inspection team devised some mystery shopping scenarios and Repairs Direct managers provided model answers that they expected their staff to give.  They also provided addresses for the inspectors to call from.  However, operators at Repairs Direct are unable to process requests for repairs without the correct tenant’s name, so our inspectors were unable to complete the exercise.
The inspectors would like to discuss this with team leaders to learn what needs to be changed for future inspections.
4.
Comparative study:

What follows are the differences identified that have arisen from a comparison with the parallel tenant led inspection of Dunedin Canmore Housing Association’s repairs reporting processes.

· There are strengths and benefits to be gained from having a dedicated team handling repairs ordering from one central location – the team is able to share the workload and develop skills and expertise in this area.
· Many of the differences between the two repairs reporting processes stem from the differences in size of the two organisations.  Dunedin Canmore Housing Association has a centralised set-up that is appropriate for the size of the organisation but would not work as effectively for 21,000 tenancies as it currently does with 5,000.   Repairs Direct’s set-up is better equipped to handle the far greater volume of repairs being reported by the Council’s tenants every day.
· Being a larger organisation, the Council is also able to offer its tenants a more diverse range of ways in which to report their repairs though as our inspection found, some of these are more effective than others.
· The key to the smooth running of any repairs reporting operation is communication.  Dunedin Canmore’s more close-knit set-up in theory leaves less room for mistakes to be made and for things to go wrong between the repair being reported and being carried out.  
5.
Conclusion:

Although this inspection only covered repairs reporting it is impossible to ignore the fact that this is the first part of a process and from the tenant’s perspective is only as effective as the whole of the process.  The Council’s communications have to be conveyed across several sites and several IT processes, each of which gives more scope for errors to occur.  Our recommendations therefore reflect this, by calling for the IT systems to be repaired and on-site technical support to be re-instated within Repairs Direct.

On the whole, staff were professional and approachable, with a clear understanding of tenants’ needs and a desire to help them.  However, the IT system currently used, which involves three different screens and an interface between three different programs in order to report each repair, is slow and adds to the potential for misinterpretation of information, delay in processing repairs orders and risk of the wrong operative being sent out to a repair.  By comparison, the BT system referred to by many Repairs Direct staff is faster, and by capturing the information in one process there is less danger of information getting lost or the wrong repair getting ordered.  
We feel that better recording of information by using customer relationship management systems to their fullest potential will help provide a better, more tailored service to tenants, particularly those that are vulnerable or who have additional needs.  If this information is recorded on the Council’s systems then it can be passed onto the operative handling the repair, in turn enabling him to be more responsive.
Finally, we record our thanks to all the staff at the City of Edinburgh Council who helped us in our inspection, and particularly the Repairs Direct staff at Chesser House who made us very welcome and were extremely helpful throughout the inspection process.
6.
Summary of Recommendations: 
1. Job numbers should be given out to all tenants reporting a repair, and the importance of keeping the job number should be explained to tenants
2. Operators should not be afraid to ask customers to speak slowly or more clearly or – in the case of language problems – whether they would like an interpreter
3. Discretion should be used by operators over whether to leave tenants on hold while clarification is being sought from EBS or to offer to call them back.  Scripts should be changed accordingly
4. Operators should receive more training in dealing with difficult, vulnerable and special needs tenants, perhaps by greater use of role play exercises

5. Part of operatives’ training should include a visit to EBS to learn about the repairs process

6. Staff at Repairs Direct should accompany inspectors on home visits as part of ongoing training

7. The BT system previously used for recording repairs requests should be mended and reinstated as a matter of urgency

8. The additional needs of elderly and vulnerable tenants should be flagged on the system and information passed onto EBS when repairs are reported

9. EBS should have a staff member working in the contact centre to provide technical advice and support

10. Communication between Repairs Direct and EBS should be improved by holding regular meetings between Repairs Direct operators and EBS management and staff
11. A stronger relationship between the day and night teams should be developed
12. Staff at local offices should not judge visitors by their dress and this should be incorporated into staff training
13. Phones in local offices should located somewhere where tenants can make their calls in private – either a proper booth or a separate room

14. Wheelchair access issues at local offices should be examined and refresher training on equalities and access issues should be provided for staff 

15. Phones should be positioned within reach of wheelchair users

16. Staff should be prepared to help vulnerable customers that ask for additional help, for instance due to learning difficulties, literacy problems or language

17. The current IT issues within concierge offices need to be resolved

18. Training in repairs reporting should be provided to all concierge staff

19. Concierge staff should visit Repairs Direct as part of their training

20. Repairs staff must be required to sign in at the concierge office when starting and finishing a job
21. Operators should speak more slowly as some tenants are hard of hearing or vulnerable in other ways.
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