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1.
Executive summary

The Australian Communications Authority (ACA) conducted an investigation into the complaint handling procedures of eight carriage service providers (CSPs) following identification of potential problems with industry compliance with the Complaint Handling Code ACIF C547 (the Complaint Handling Code) by the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman (TIO) and the ACA’s monitoring processes.

The ACA sought information from a variety of industry, consumer and Government sources.  The TIO and consumer organisations reported that they considered there to be significant systemic issues with complaint handling in telecommunications.  In particular, they emphasised three areas of failure:

· the ability to lodge a complaint in the first instance, raising issues of access and resources;

· the ability to receive updates on the progress of complaints, raising the issue of responsiveness; and

· the ability to have a complaint escalated, raising issues of both complaint handling systems and organisational culture.

The ACA held detailed interviews with the identified CSPs, seeking information on their complaint handling systems, policies and procedures, their implementation and performance.  The emphasis on the underlying systems is consistent with the ACA’s approach to monitoring code compliance.  This approach seeks assurance that CSPs have developed and implemented systems that should facilitate compliance with code provisions.

The investigation identified one area in which some CSPs are systemically breaching the Complaint Handling Code: the failure of some CSPs to have systems in place to record all complaints within a complaint handling system.  The ACA formed the view that it was not apparent that the outcome of a warning or formal direction to the industry or to individual companies to record all complaints would necessarily lead to significantly improved outcomes for consumers.

The ACA has decided to pursue the matter of the definition of a complaint and the recording of complaints directly with industry participants and through the ACIF code review process to ensure a clear, practical and unambiguous position is developed.

The majority of CSPs met with during the investigation were taking steps to improve the outcomes for their customers.  The ACA does not have information about other providers that could form a basis for a direction.

The industry must further consider its current complaint handling practices and the terms of the Complaint Handling Code (which is due for review) to ensure that they are consistent with the code’s stated objectives.  The ACA’s consideration of this issue is outlined in section 6.3.

The ACA did not find evidence of systemic breach in the areas of failure to escalate complaints and failure to facilitate the lodging of complaints.  On the contrary, TIO data for the March 2002 quarter suggests that the situation is improving, although there was some decline in June 2002, highlighting the need for ongoing monitoring.

The detailed interviews with CSPs also identified several factors that significantly affect the performance of the CSPs’ complaint handling systems, including:

· training and monitoring of front line staff;

· systems support for staff to record complaints, trace a complaint history and ensure effective follow-up or escalation; and

· corporate culture about customer relations.

The ACA has individually notified each of the eight CSPs of its findings about their complaint handling systems and outlined its expectations for improvements to those systems and how the improvements will be measured.

In addition, the investigation suggested that some sections of the Complaint Handling Code warrant reconsideration during the next review by the Australian Communications Industry Forum (ACIF) including:

· requirements for provision of information to inform customers on the progress of complaints, including a contact for follow-up;

· strengthening the provisions for customers to be informed of their internal and external avenues of recourse, particularly the TIO, when they are not satisfied with the outcome of a complaint; and

· clarifying the expectations and rationale for complaint recording for internal and external monitoring purposes, including the definition of a complaint.

The ACA has informed ACIF of its view on the above points.

The ACA has made it clear to ACIF that it will not be inclined to re-register a revised code if the resolution of these issues diminishes the consumer safeguards and benefits the Complaint Handling Code was intended to provide.

The ACA will be undertaking ongoing monitoring of the complaint handling performance of the eight CSPs with the assistance of the TIO and consumer groups.  The ACA is requesting information from the CSPs to identify whether they have fulfilled commitments to improve complaint handling processes and will utilise this information, along with that provided by the TIO and consumer groups to assess the effectiveness of the strategies implemented in improving the complaint handling experience for consumers.

Evidence of increased levels of breaches of the Complaint Handling Code will cause a re-assessment of the ACA view.  In particular, a provider whose customers sharply increase their complaints to the TIO about complaint handling procedures should expect the ACA to take prompt action. The ACA will not hesitate to direct compliance with the code where breaches cause clear consumer detriment.  Failure to heed such direction could make providers subject to heavy fines.

2.
Background

The impetus for the investigation into the complaint handling systems of CSPs was the identification of potential code compliance issues by the TIO and the ACA. Further impetus was provided by the reports from consumer organisations as well as the experiences of other government agencies in being contacted by frustrated consumers.

This was not an investigation into the type or level of complaints received by individual CSPs, but rather an investigation into the systems CSPs have in place to deal with complaints. It is important to note, in this context, that a high level of complaints does not by itself indicate deficiencies in the operations of CSPs and, particularly, their complaint handling system, but needs to be considered in conjunction with a range of other factors including quality of service and customer service factors.  A high level of complaints may indicate a good complaint handling system, and the implementation of improved complaint handling systems could reasonably be expected to be accompanied by an increase in recorded complaints.  However, a high level of complaints specifically about complaint handling or customer service is likely to be indicative of operational deficiencies.

This investigation is limited to issues covered by the Complaint Handling Code, and is restricted in its consideration of those aspects of customer service that are not covered by the code.

2.1
Complaint Handling Code

The Complaint Handling Code was developed by an ACIF working committee and registered with the ACA in October 2000.   Some delayed provisions on internal data collection and analysis were enacted in October 2001.

The Complaint Handling Code was intended to enable and encourage:

‘… Suppliers to develop and enforce a comprehensive complaint handling process which will maintain and enhance Customer satisfaction’, through:

· recognising, promoting and protecting Customers’ rights, including the right to actively provide feedback;

· providing an efficient, fair and accessible mechanism for handling Customer Complaints;

· providing information to Customers on the complaint handling processes for telecommunications products and services provided by Suppliers; and

· monitoring Complaints for the purpose of improving the quality of products and services.’

The Complaint Handling Code addresses the various facets of complaint handling including:

· making complaint handling processes known and accessible to all customers;

· providing all customers with information on how, when and where complaints can be lodged and reasonable assistance in lodging a complaint where necessary;

· acknowledging complaints within five working days and providing a timeframe for the likely determination of a complaint, and providing regular updates or a point of contact for information on complaint progress;

· establishing escalation processes to deal with unresolved complaints;

· advising customers of their avenues of recourse including internal options or the TIO where customers indicate that they remain dissatisfied with the outcome of a complaint; and

· systematic record keeping of complaints and outcomes for internal analysis and to provide the basis for complaint reporting under regulatory and self-regulatory arrangements.

2.2
ACA approach to code compliance

The ACA’s assessment of compliance with a code focuses on whether CSPs have systems and procedures that are designed to comply with the code and whether those systems and procedures are effectively implemented.  The ACA’s approach is not linked to code signatory status.

A finding that there were not systems or procedures in place and effectively implemented to meet code requirements would be determined a systemic breach of a code.  The ACA would then consider the most appropriate course of action to pursue.

2.3
TIO identification of potential non-compliance

The TIO identified potential non-compliance with the following sections and principles of the Complaint Handling Code:

· section 8.3–supplier responsiveness;

· section 8.4–complaint escalation and recourse;

· section 8.5–a supplier’s procedures must provide for appropriate and systematic record keeping of complaints and their outcomes (and its relationship to the definition of a complaint);

· section 8.7–suppliers must have appropriate systems to record complaints and their outcomes and must categorise and analyse data every six months.

· principle 5.3–complaint handling resources; and

· principle 5.6–timeliness and courtesy.

The complaints relating to potential Complaint Handling Code breaches were made against:

· AAPT;

· Hutchison;

· Optus;

· Primus;

· Telstra;

· RSL Com;

· Vodafone; and

· WorldxChange (now operated by NewTel).

Section 8.3 is intended to ensure supplier responsiveness to consumer complaints and requires CSPs to:

· acknowledge written complaints within five working days of receipt;

· where possible advise customers at the time of the complaint or within five working days, of the complexity of the investigation and a timeframe for the possible final determination of the complaint;

· finalise the complaint within 30 calendar days, or where circumstances prevent this, provide regular updates to the customer regarding the progress of the complaint and the likely timeframe for finalisation;

· provide the customer with sufficient information to effectively inquire on the progress of the complaint and be advised if this information changes;

· advise customers of the outcome of the investigation of the complaint (in written format if requested by the customer);

· only impose complaint handling charges where the investigative/complaint handling process is sufficiently onerous to justify a charge and refund any fees paid for the investigation where the customer’s complaint is upheld;

· in cases where a charge is to be imposed, suppliers must discuss the charge with the customer prior to imposing it, and must inform the customer of charges in writing; and

· where they deem a complaint to be frivolous or vexatious must, where appropriate, escalate the complaint internally, inform the customer of the reasons they are not investigating the complaint and inform the customer of external complaint handling avenues.

Section 8.4 of the Complaint Handling Code relates to the escalation of complaints and ensuring customers are aware of further avenues of recourse.  It requires suppliers to ensure that:

· where appropriate, the complaint handling process must include an escalation process;

· unresolved complaints should be dealt with according to any escalation processes the supplier has; and

· suppliers must advise customers of their avenues of recourse, including their internal options or the TIO, in all instances where the customer indicates that they remain dissatisfied with the outcome of a complaint.

This report explores a potential inconsistency between the definition of a complaint as outlined in the code and the practical application of that definition in the recording of complaints by CSPs, particularly in relation to sections 8.5 and 8.7 of the Complaint Handling Code.

The definition of a complaint as outlined in the Complaint Handling Code is:

‘…any expression of dissatisfaction or grievance made to a Supplier by a Customer or member of the public with any Telecommunications Activity of that Supplier, but does not include a request for information.’

Section 8.5 of the Complaint Handling Code relates to the recording of customer complaints, and states that a supplier’s procedures must provide for appropriate and systematic record keeping of complaints and their outcomes.

Section 8.7 of the code relates to the internal data collection and analysis of complaints.  It requires suppliers to:

· have appropriate systems to record complaints and their outcomes—the systems must enable the supplier to collect and analyse complaints to identify systemic problems underlying consumer complaints and must also provide the basis for complaint recording required under the regulatory and the self-regulatory regimes; and

· ensure that data collected is categorised and analysed at least every six months to allow for the identification and rectification of systemic and recurring problems.

Principle 5.3 relates to the provision of adequate resources for complaint handling with sufficiently delegated levels of authority.  Principle 5.6 relates to complaints being dealt with in a reasonable timeframe and complainants being treated with courtesy.

It should be noted that the TIO no longer collects data about code principles.  During the investigation, the consumer organisations and the TIO raised the recording of complaints as a potential issue.

A full extract of the relevant sections of the code is at Appendix A.

3.
ACA approach to this investigation
In the first instance, the investigation into CSP systems and processes was limited to those eight CSPs identified by the TIO as having a high number of Complaint Handling Code related complaints lodged against them.  This is consistent with the ACA’s approach to the investigation of systemic issues, and ensured the investigation was manageable.

The ACA:

· undertook further analysis of the complaint data provided by the TIO to identify the key problematic areas for each of the eight CSPs;

· consulted with Government bodies and consumer groups to assess the scope and impact of poor complaint handling practices on consumers; and

· met with the eight CSPs to analyse their complaint handling systems, policies and procedures and to identify potential problems and solutions.

As stated earlier, the primary focus of the investigation was assessing whether the CSPs had systems and processes in place that could reasonably be expected to ensure compliance with the Complaint Handling Code. The TIO data has been useful in highlighting areas of concern and scoping the issues.

The overarching issue influencing the ACA’s approach to this investigation was to understand the extent to which the complaint handling processes experienced by consumers are accessible, fair and reasonable.

4.
Consultation with non-CSP stakeholders

In the course of the investigation the ACA used information provided by the following organisations:

· TIO
· Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts (DCITA)

· Small Enterprise Telecommunications Centre Limited (SETEL)

· Consumers’ Telecommunications Network (CTN)

· Consumers Federation of Australia (CFA)

· ACIF

· Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC)

· ACA regional offices.

4.1
Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman

The ACA held discussions with the TIO to obtain further information about the types of complaints being received, the likely effects on consumers, the potential root causes of complaints and any CSP-specific issues.

The TIO noted that poor customer service and complaint handling were considered to be significant problems.  The TIO reported that the majority of Complaint Handling Code related complaints were about:
· customers being unable to access customer service staff to make an initial complaint;

· customers being unable to escalate a complaint when dissatisfied with the resolution and not being informed of avenues of recourse outside the organisation;

· customer service staff being non-responsive—not acknowledging or providing timely updates on the progress of complaints;
· customer service staff not maintaining appropriate records of the complaint history; and
· complainants being treated in a discourteous or threatening manner.
TIO staff provided the ACA with several case studies (with identifying information removed) to enable a better understanding of the types of issues complained about and the impact of those issues on complainants (see Appendix C).  The case studies covered a range of issues including:

· non-responsiveness;

· unfair tactics;

· impoliteness;

· threatening actions; and

· providing no assistance in making a complaint.

The complainants had often attempted to make progress with CSPs on a number of occasions and had been provided with conflicting information with each contact.  Many complaints had stretched across quite a long timeframe, adding to the frustration of complainants.  The general outcome was failure to address complaints to the satisfaction of the complainants.

The information provided by the consumer representatives and government bodies (as outlined individually below) generally supported the TIO’s findings particularly about non-responsiveness during initial attempts to make a complaint and in follow-up, difficulty in lodging a complaint and poor recording of the complaint history.

Data provided by the TIO

The TIO provided data to the ACA on potential Complaint Handling Code breaches, noting that not all complaints had been formally investigated, and as such, may not all be code breaches.

Figure 1 shows that there was a substantial increase in the level of complaints about the Complaint Handling Code for the eight CSPs from the September 2001 quarter to the December 2001 quarter, followed by a substantial decline from the December 2001 quarter to the March 2002 quarter.

The most recent data provided for the June 2002 quarter indicated that the complaints had increased again, although they were still well below the number recorded in the September and December 2001 quarters.

TIO staff noted that the peak in complaints in the December 2001 quarter was representative of a significant overall increase (70 per cent) in complaints to the TIO from the September 2001 quarter to the December 2001 quarter.

TIO staff also noted that there was increased training for staff in the December 2001 quarter related to the recognition of potential Complaint Handling Code breaches, and that this training may have resulted in increased awareness of potential breaches and increased logging of complaints.

The decline in potential breaches of the Complaint Handling Code from the December 2001 quarter to the March 2001 quarter may have resulted from the strategies many of the CSPs reported they were implementing to address complaint handling deficiencies, discussed later in the report.  The rise in complaints in the June 2002 quarter is of concern and, as discussed later in the report, the ACA will continue to monitor complaint levels during 2002.

Figure 1: Potential breaches of sections 8.3 and 8.4 of the Complaint Handling Code by quarter
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Figure 2 shows the monthly trend in complaints from July 2001 to June 2002.

Figure 2: The number of potential breaches of the complaint handling code for the eight CSPs reported to the TIO
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4.2
Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts

DCITA expressed concern with the complaint handling practices of CSPs, noting that poor complaint handling practices appear to cause significant consumer detriment.  It is generally able to resolve the majority of complaints received about the customer service or complaint handling of CSPs by mediating between complainants and the relevant CSP or by referring the complainant to the TIO.

DCITA expressed the view that the amount of complaints it receives about complaint handling indicates the need for the CSPs’ performance in complaint handling to be addressed.  It suggested that limited resources in call centres appeared to contribute to a large portion of complaints.  Other complaints related to the lack of follow-up and no ‘complaint history’ being maintained by CSPs, forcing complainants to restate their issue and re-lodge the complaint with each new person they contacted during attempts to chase up complaint resolution progress.

DCITA was also concerned with the lack of consumer awareness of the provisions of the Complaint Handling Code and the appropriate avenues of recourse for consumers wishing to lodge a complaint.
4.3
Consumers’ Telecommunications Network

CTN reported that it believed ineffective complaint handling to be a significant issue affecting the rights of consumers.  It reported that many consumers find it difficult to lodge a complaint, with the categorisation of a ‘complaint’ being narrowed by CSPs, and many consumers not being given enough information to enable a complaint to be lodged.

CTN also expressed concern about how fault reports are dealt with, in particular, whether they are also recorded and treated as complaints and noted that a lack of resources and poorly trained staff in call centres deterred consumers from effectively pursuing complaints.  Another source of concern was the apparent ‘blame shifting’ between providers when the customer is not able to detect the origin or location of a fault.
4.4
Small Enterprise Telecommunications Centre

SETEL, representing the telecommunications interests of small business, suggested that a lack of awareness of the existence of the Complaint Handling Code and consumers rights under the code was a significant issue.  SETEL noted that low awareness of the provisions of the code may result in the true level of complaints not being accurately recorded and reported by CSPs.

SETEL also noted that there was potential inconsistency in the manner in which CSPs define complaints which, again, is likely to result in a reduced number of complaints being recorded and reported and inconsistent recording across CSPs.

4.5
Consumers Federation of Australia

The CFA reported that its clients faced great difficulties lodging and having complaints followed up by telecommunications providers.  The CFA noted that it did not feel the Complaint Handling Code has addressed any of the systemic, industry wide complaint handling issues in telecommunications.

The CFA provided a case study that presented a typical version of the circumstances faced by clients and advocates when attempting to have complaints addressed.  The case study indicated that clients and advocates experienced:

· difficulty accessing complaint processes, with long call queues and referrals made to the wrong areas within the organisation;

· extreme difficulty in having a complaint followed up or responded to in any manner; and

· the extension over several months of attempts at having complaints dealt with, and no success until the TIO became involved.

The CFA noted that telecommunications concerns figure prominently in its dealings with its clients and commented that it felt some legitimate complaints would be abandoned in frustration.  It suggested that a sample audit of referrals to the TIO would provide more detail on the extent of problems with complaint handling.

The CFA reported that it considered the Complaint Handling Code to be inaccessible, long winded and contained no sanction for non-compliance.  It considers that the code fails to meet established benchmarks such as the Australian Standard, Complaint Handling (AS 4269–1995).  The CFA expressed dissatisfaction with the code development process as a whole and noted that it would have provided more thorough documentation in support of its view on the code had there been greater time allowed for them to consolidate findings across its multitude of State agencies.

4.6
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission

ACCC staff noted that they generally received about one call a week from users of telecommunications companies who have had trouble making a complaint.  In general, consumers noted difficulties in:

· being able to get the name of a supervisor or be transferred to someone in a complaints section;

· finding that no record was kept of a complaint when calling back, forcing the complainant to explain the situation again; and

· being refused a reference number for easy tracking of a complaint.

The ACCC generally referred such complaints to the TIO because they were not associated with a breach of the Trade Practices Act 1974 (Trade Practices Act).
The ACCC had noted consumer dissatisfaction with standardised mail responses to complaints and also expressed concerns that CSPs were inappropriately referring dissatisfied complainants to the ACCC on matters more properly dealt with through internal procedures or the TIO.
4.7
ACA central and regional offices

ACA regional offices reported that they frequently receive a variety of complaints about CSP call centres having long call queues and the reluctance of call centre staff to escalate complaints.

Performance data reported in the quarterly Telecommunication Performance Monitoring Bulletin also shows that some CSPs have not yet established the capacity to report on complaint handling.
4.8
Australian Communications Industry Forum

ACIF reported that it was not, at the time of request, aware of any systemic problems with Complaint Handling Code compliance.

4.9
Comparisons with other industries

The ACA sought information to compare the complaint handling performance of CSPs with that of service providers in other industries.

The office of the Energy and Water Ombudsman (Victoria) (EWO) reported that it had not identified complaint handling or customer service related issues as significant.  However, it noted that it was focused on resolving the original reason for individual complaints rather than identifying what would generally be a secondary issue of complaint handling.  The EWO also noted that, where a power outage occurred, calls regarding long queue times were received, and some consumers complained about interactive voice recognition (IVR) systems.  The EWO suggested that the ACA contact the Essential Services Commission (ESC) as the body that produces comparative performance reports and monitors systemic issues.

The ESC provides reports on the performance of water and electricity companies against key performance areas, including customer service.  In its 1999–00 report on water providers, it noted that independent regulatory audits (oversighted by the ESC) confirmed that all licensees had a high level of compliance with the key service obligations of their customer contracts that include complaint handling procedures.  Complaint handling was not identified as a significant issue and customer survey responses indicated all licensees had customer satisfaction levels of 90 per cent or greater (although these were conducted by the licensee).

The ESC reported that independent audits of suppliers’ business systems, including customer service, and phantom calls testing complaint handling, had assisted in placing pressure on suppliers to improve procedures.  It also noted that escalation did appear to be an issue with some suppliers, as did the issue of when a complaint was categorised as a complaint rather than an inquiry.  The ESC noted that the training, knowledge and empowerment of front line staff appeared to pose an issue for some suppliers, with staff misinforming customers rather than escalating the complaint to have the issue resolved internally prior to contact being made with the ESC or EWO.  The ESC also noted that, for the recording of complaints, they had stressed to suppliers the importance of good complaint recording and of feeding complaint information into the business to improve systems.  The Commission pointed out that the number of complaints reported by suppliers was not necessarily a negative indicator, as a high level of complaints may be indicative of a good complaint recording, handling and business improvement feedback system.

The Australian Banking Industry Ombudsman Scheme does not monitor complaints regarding the policy and procedures of banks, other than where there has been a breach that has led to financial detriment for a customer.  Customer service and complaint handling is therefore excluded from its jurisdiction.

It appears that electricity, water and gas suppliers do not experience the extent of the complaint handling difficulties that CSPs do.  It is possible that the development of the Complaint Handling Code for CSPs and the subsequent focus on complaint handling has led to the identification of an issue that would not be as closely considered were it not the subject of a code.  However, the industry developed the code and registered it with the ACA, and it is reasonable to expect that serious efforts will be made to comply with code provisions.

4.10
Summary of consumer and agency views

There was considerable consistency across the reports of the consumer organisations and government agencies providing information.  The reports indicate that some individuals, particularly those who are more vulnerable, experience substandard complaint handling practices.  This restricts the ability of some consumers to make complaints and to have complaints followed up or escalated.  Consumer organisations also expressed concern that many consumer issues may stem from CSPs not consistently recording complaints.

Appendix C contains the case studies of consumer experience provided by the TIO and also the one indicative case study provided by the CFA.

The ACA discussed the concerns outlined by the consumer organisations and government agencies with the eight CSPs.  As discussed in the next section, the CSPs acknowledged that there may have been instances where their complaint handling procedures did not meet the objectives of the code.  Where CSPs identified potential systemic issues that may have affected the effectiveness and consistency of their complaint handling, they also identified strategies they were implementing to address those issues.

The ACA is committed to ensuring the fairest outcome is achieved for consumers and  is concerned that the evidence presented by the consumer organisations and government agencies clearly indicates instances of non-compliance.

It is important to note that not all systems will operate precisely as intended all of the time, especially where human factors are involved, and there needs to be some allowance for individual instances of less than ideal behaviour.  The primary issue for consideration is whether there are systems and procedures in place that should enable the vast majority of customers to experience fair and reasonable complaint handling in normal circumstances.

The information provided during the investigation, in particular that provided by the TIO and the CSPs, does not indicate systemic breaches of the Complaint Handling Code for escalation or responsiveness.  The ACA found systems and procedures in place to encourage compliance with those aspects of the code.  However, the ACA did find systemic breaches of the complaint recording provisions of the code.

The remainder of the report addresses the ACA’s view and actions on the identified systemic breach of the code.  The report also addresses how the CSPs are addressing or intending to address potential system deficiencies and the ACA’s method for ensuring that commitments are followed through.

5.
Consultation with the identified CSPs

The ACA consulted with each of the eight CSPs identified by the TIO as potentially having systemic Complaint Handling Code compliance issues.  The CSPs provided information to the ACA about the complaint handling policies and systems they have in place.  CSPs provided information about how those policies and systems work within the organisation as a whole, and how compliance with internal policies is enforced.

All CSPs were cooperative in discussing issues that mitigate against effective complaint handling.  The complaint handling systems of the CSPs varied in complexity and ease of use, generally in line with the complexity and size of the business itself.  All eight CSPs noted that there was scope for improving complaint handling systems, and that monitoring of the systems was ongoing to ensure they worked effectively.  Three CSPs acknowledged that existing systems required significant improvement and reported that initiatives were underway to improve those systems.

Overall, there were several issues identified with the complaint handling systems of CSPs that threaten to undermine the effectiveness of their complaint handling and which relate to their ability to comply with the code.  However, the CSPs reported that they are addressing the majority of those issues.

All CSPs met with were making substantial resource commitments to improving the complaint handling and overall customer service experience for their customers.  It was recognised by all providers that it was good business to keep their customers happy in a time when movement between CSPs has been made relatively easy for customers.  Most CSPs were focusing on increasing the efficiency of front line staff by investing in substantial training to update skill and knowledge levels.

This section focuses on the issues reported by CSPs to potentially mitigate against best practice complaint handling procedures and the measures they have or are introducing to overcome those issues.  Section 6 of the report will look at how these issues relate to the code itself and the compliance or otherwise of the eight CSPs.

Appendix B contains material about individual CSPs’ complaint handling that has been included with CSP permission and constitutes the view of the relevant CSP.
The following key themes arose from the meetings with the eight CSPs.

5.1
Keeping records of complaints

Under a heading of Internal Data Collection and Analysis, the Complaint Handling Code sets out its rules about the recording of complaints.

8.7.1 Suppliers must have appropriate systems to record Complaints and their outcomes.  These systems must enable the Supplier to collect and analyse Complaints in order to identify Systemic Problems and also provide the basis for Complaint reporting required under the regulatory and the self-regulatory regimes.

The code rule became effective a year after the code was registered—that is, it was a ‘delayed implementation’ clause.  Since providers have had a year to ensure that they were able to meet the requirements of this clause, it is reasonable to expect that they would have achieved compliance prior to the investigation being undertaken.

A variety of approaches were used to achieve compliance with the requirement for systematic and appropriate record keeping of complaints and their outcomes.  The basic division on the point of recording complaints is whether all complaints are recorded or only those ones which are not resolved in the customer’s initial call to the provider.  The following summarises the position of the eight providers on this issue.

· One large provider has a stand alone complaints system, so that the customer service representative needs to ‘toggle out’ of another system to record something in the complaints system.  Therefore, if a customer rang up with an issue about, for example, a fault or a request for service provision, the call would be recorded in the system for fault or service provision even if the customer was not satisfied with something when he or she rang.  It would go into the complaints system only if complaint resolution action was needed.

· Another significant provider, which conceded that it had not handled complaints well in the past, also has a separate system, so that ‘staff have to make a conscious decision to go into the system’.  The system allows for a ‘narration’ process that records salient points, so if the person rings again, the narration will be available.  Under this arrangement, it is likely that staff will decide not to go into the separate system where they see no imperative to record a complaint, that is, where they consider it has been resolved.

· A smaller provider, with a significant proportion of its customers drawn from small and medium businesses, records all calls against the account of that customer.  It was the only provider with that approach, reflecting both its particular market and also that its systems development was largely in-house.

· A provider mainly specialising in mobile services is also able to have an integrated system, which can generate messages to other areas of the business.  It uses codes to categorise complaints, allowing for more straightforward collation of complaint trends, and for reports to senior management more frequently than required by the Complaint Handling Code.  However, complaints resolved in the initial approach to the provider are not recorded in this system.

· Another provider is integrating two previously independent customer divisions, so it will not have a single system that integrates complaint handling with other customer care functions.  Nevertheless, its parallel complaint handling system is able to send reminders and prompts, and to ‘auto-populate’ data, so that information that might be recorded against service provision can also be recorded as a complaint without double handling.  This provider said it recorded even those complaints resolved in a single call as complaints.

· A provider with a number of lines of business brought together complaint handling across all its lines of business about two years ago.  The complaint handling system for this provider is integrated into the main system, but some other systems are not.  Nevertheless, this provider told the ACA that all complaints are recorded as such, even where they are resolved at the first point.

· A smaller provider, which considers that its customer service is the key differentiator with its competitors, logs every call and places significant emphasis on accurate logging.  It uses a ‘ticketing’ system which has reminders and automatic escalation where required actions are not taken, but queries and complaints were not necessarily differentiated: a need to take action was the driver rather than the categorisation of the call.

· The final provider of those included in this inquiry is undertaking significant improvements to its complaints handling and customer service, but recording of all complaints as complaints is not part of this overhaul.  The provider said only escalated complaints would be recorded as complaints.

Therefore, of the eight providers represented in this study, four said they recorded complaints only where they were escalated.  Of the four that said they recorded all complaints, two providers were not putting the records into specific complaints databases.  Clearly the industry, as represented by the eight providers who participated in the ACA’s investigation, did not consider the above rule in the Complaint Handling Code required that they record every complaint.

This is a key issue on which interpretations of the requirements of the code diverged.  It is arguable that the Complaint Handling Code requires every complaint to be recorded, hence the inclusive definition of a complaint: ‘any expression of dissatisfaction or grievance made to a Supplier by a Customer or member of the public with any Telecommunications Activity of that Supplier, but does not include a request for information.’  This definition has been adapted from that in the Australian Standard, Complaint Handling (AS 4269–1995), which is ‘any expression of dissatisfaction with a product or service offered or provided.’

It is also arguable that the recording requirement does not require the recording of every complaint.  The recording requirement, quoted above, is also adapted from that Standard which has as essential elements of effective complaint handling:

2.11 DATA COLLECTION  There shall be appropriate systematic recording of complaints and their outcomes.

2.12 SYSTEMIC AND RECURRING PROBLEMS  Complaints shall be classified and analysed for the identification and rectification of systemic and recurring problems.

The providers generally consider that appropriate record keeping means the information retained has to be of value to the business and its customers, and considered that the recording of every complaint was not useful.  They made the point that it is not always easy to nominate the point at which a query becomes a complaint, and that the judgement could vary from one customer service representative to another, making such recording of doubtful value.

Consumer spokespeople and the TIO consider that the Complaint Handling Code does require the recording of every complaint.  It was suggested that it is false to argue otherwise, and that every provider ought to be able to furnish raw complaint numbers, numbers resolved either at first contact or at some point of escalation.  It was further suggested that failure to record all complaints may be interpreted as trying to hide information, and does not help the standing of telecommunications providers.

The ACA’s legal advice supports the position of the TIO and the consumer organisations that the Complaint Handling Code, as registered, does require records to be kept of all complaints, even if the matter was resolved in a single conversation.  That is, from a legal perspective, those providers not currently recording all complaints as ‘complaints’ are in breach of the code, and furthermore, these are systemic breaches, since systems have been implemented that do not comply with the code.

In assessing the seriousness of the above breach, the ACA took a number of factors into account.  The pivotal factor the ACA considered was the consumer impact of this breach.  It is not clear to the ACA that the recording of all complaints would necessarily lead to better complaint handling.

When asked about the steps they were taking to improve their complaint handling, some providers described processes that were producing improvements for consumers but did not involve recording all complaints.  It is possible that, were those CSPs to record all complaints in complaint handling systems, this would direct some resources from other improvement programs.  Another factor, as already mentioned, is that there is not a general recognition amongst all providers, including those involved in the code development process, that the Complaint Handling Code does require records to be kept of every complaint.

A clear trend was observed towards a greater emphasis on the quality of the interaction and resolution at the first point as the performance measures for front line staff, with a reciprocal trend to place the performance requirement about average call lengths on team supervisors or managers rather than the individual call takers.  The targets for resolution at the first point among the providers varied from 80 per cent to 98 per cent.  It should be noted that because call centre staff are taking calls on a variety of matters, not just complaints, first-point resolution would include inquiries and requests as well as complaints.

Achieving high levels of complaint resolution at the first contact is a good goal, which leads to better consumer experiences.  However, the practice of not recording all complaints (or inquiries), combined with separation of data collection systems leaves scope for consumer frustration if the judgement about resolution proves erroneous or if there is a failure to retrieve information during follow-up by a customer.

There is an obvious onus on the customer service representative to make accurate assessments of resolution.  Providers were using various measures to ensure the customer agreed with the customer service representative that the issue really was resolved, such as:

· team leaders spending significant portions of time (up to 60 per cent) ‘jacking into’ the calls of the front line staff to check the quality of the interaction;

· monitoring samples of calls to ensure calls were being satisfactorily handled;

· sample surveys of customers with complaints about how the issues were handled; and

· staff training to increase knowledge of products, services and internal complaint resolution procedures—virtually all providers mentioned this as a key tactic for ensuring that calls were satisfactorily handled, and therefore, by implication, that resolutions were genuine.

Notwithstanding these efforts, it is evident that in some cases complaints that are not recorded because they were regarded as having been resolved are coming back to that provider’s call centre.  When this happens, a provider may be seen, as noted above, as having breached not only the requirement for appropriate recording, but also the Complaint Handling Code rule about supplying the customer with sufficient information to enquire about progress on their issue (section 8.3.4 of the code).  The consumer detriment when this happens arises because of the combination of not recording the complaint in the first place and not really reaching a resolution of the issue.

The ACA is pursuing this matter with those providers who do not record all complaints.  The ACA’s view of the seriousness of this breach is discussed in section 6.3.

5.2
Ease of use of the complaint handling system

The ease with which front line staff could record complaints emerged as a key differentiator among the CSPs.  It is also an issue which affects CSPs’ compliance with the requirement to record all complaints, discussed above.

Some CSPs reported that the separation of complaint databases from other operating systems, such as the fault reporting system, was considered a potential deterrent for staff to record all complaints.  The separation of systems in most cases required front line staff to log into a separate complaint database after completing required entries in other relevant customer service systems.  Lack of integration of systems was particularly likely to be a factor for larger CSPs, especially those with many different products or services or operating systems developed some time ago.  It was an issue that could also affect CSPs with overseas parents that adopted the systems of their parent companies.

CSPs with less integrated systems reported having plans in place to address the issue, but resolution was generally not going to happen in the short term.

It was generally agreed that the more complex the entry of complaint records was, the less likely all staff were to consistently enter complaints.  It was noted that the integration of systems is costly and complex.  The majority of CSPs stated that company policy encouraged the recording of complaints for internal identification of systemic issues.  The majority of CSPs stated that while the complexity of entry may play a part in deterring accurate complaint recording, effective training highlighting an organisational culture that encourages the accurate recording of complaints was a better predictor of effective complaint recording.

The monitoring of front line staff and their effectiveness in recording and dealing with complaints was considered essential by three of the CSPs.  These CSPs stressed the importance of providing timely performance feedback to staff and remedial training if necessary to ensure procedures were being followed.

The majority of CSPs noted that complaint systems were equipped with the ability to record the history of the complaint.  However, the effectiveness of the use of this feature was again dependent on the individual staff member.

CSPs comments on the ease with which their complaint handling systems can be used are outlined below.

· One CSP said that human factors played a key role in determining whether staff members log complaints as such or not.

· Another CSP said that the integration of its complaints database into other systems was not currently financially viable.  Its complaint handling system is easy to access, and the CSP hoped that further training for front line staff with a focus on the importance of recording complaints would assist in addressing inconsistencies in recording.

· A small, primarily business-focused CSP said the size of its operation had enabled it to develop integrated systems in-house.

· One CSP said its complaint handling system is integrated into its other systems.

· A large CSP is currently working on the integration of two existing complaint systems.  One of the priorities during the integration is to ensure the system is easy for front line staff to access.

· Another CSP said that its complaint handling system is integrated into one of its key customer reporting systems with an aim to integrate all systems further down the track.

· One CSP said it is in the process of integrating its systems to increase the efficiency of front line procedures and has already noted some improvements with changes made to date.

· Another CSP said its complaint handling system is integrated into one centralised customer service system.

5.3
Training and empowerment of front line staff

A number of CSPs noted their main challenge was ensuring that front line staff were trained appropriately, had adequate knowledge levels, and acted in accordance with their training.  The levels of training provided to staff and the tools available to resolve complaints in accordance with espoused policy were explored.

All CSPs interviewed appeared to offer reasonable levels of training to recruits and most claimed to cover the key sections of the Complaint Handling Code within that training.  The interviews did not reveal a similar shared commitment to ongoing training of staff.  The cost of taking staff away from phones for training, in either monetary or logistic terms, was considered prohibitive by some of the CSPs.

Front line staff handling complaints need adequate access to information about the company’s products, policies and procedures, including complaint handling procedures.  Having that information readily available varies according to the complexity of the business.  All CSPs, however, reported having customer service information, including complaint handling procedures, accessible to front line staff.

Nearly all CSPs stated that it was a company goal to have the majority of complaints resolved at the first point of contact.  Clearly the training and empowerment of front line staff to resolve issues, including allowing them a level of monetary freedom to address issues, are important factors in the achievement of that goal.  Notwithstanding the goal of first contact resolution, the CSPs had a range of attitudes towards giving front line staff financial delegation.

Two CSPs noted that empowerment of front line staff was an issue that they needed to address, but that further empowerment was contingent on staff achieving sufficient skill and knowledge levels.  Both CSPs stated that they were working on developing the knowledge and addressing other training needs of front line staff to increase the efficiency of complaint handling.

One CSP noted that it needed to build trust in the abilities of its front line staff to be certain they would use any financial empowerment in an appropriate manner.

The remaining CSPs felt that the empowerment levels of front line staff were appropriate.  These ‘appropriate’ levels did not necessarily mean that front line staff could resolve complaints by waiving disputed amounts or allowing credits.  In one case, the CSP said that it was not necessary for front line staff to have any financial delegations.  In another case, financial delegations were limited to team leaders, so that complaint resolution in such cases always required at least one level of internal escalation.

The Complaint Handling Code does not contain provisions about the levels of financial delegation for front line staff, which is appropriate.  That is clearly a matter for the individual providers.  Nevertheless, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that those CSPs who cited the difficulty of ensuring customer service representatives behaved in accordance with company policy need to identify better methods of monitoring and encouraging compliance with policies.

It is an ongoing challenge to ensure that front line staff are equipped with the knowledge, skills and tools to resolve complaints at the first contact.  The costs of doing so have a nebulous relationship to the bottom line of a company.  Nevertheless, the Complaint Handling Code does require adequate resources to be provided for complaint handling and these resources should be conceived in terms of tools for staff as well as the staff themselves.

· One CSP noted that staff receive complaint process training during their induction and that staff communication channels are used to inform staff of any procedural changes.  There is the need to balance ongoing training needs with ensuring enough staff are answering the phones and this may affect the timeliness of the awareness of changes for some staff.  It stressed the importance of empowering front line staff to resolve issues both for rapid complaint resolution for consumers and efficiency for its business.

· Another CSP reported that it is currently providing training to all front line staff to improve skills and knowledge of procedures.  It intended to increase the authority of front line staff following the training.

· One CSP reported that it provides extensive initial and ongoing training for front line staff who also have a high degree of authority to resolve customer complaints.

· One CSP reported that it employs two full-time trainers to address knowledge or skilled efficiencies identified through internal monitoring processes.

· Another CSP reported that all staff undertake values-based training to stress the importance of customer satisfaction and complaint handling.  The level of experience of staff members largely determines the authority they have in the complaint resolution process.

· A CSP reported that its front line staff all receive specialist training and are intensively monitored to ensure appropriate complaint handling and general customer service techniques were used.  It intends to increase the empowerment of front line staff.

· One CSP reported that staff attend training for approximately one hour a week on a range of topics and are progressively given more authority as skill and knowledge levels improve.

· Another CSP reported that staff receive intensive induction training and ongoing training on a range of topics on a fortnightly or monthly basis.  Empowerment of staff is currently limited, but the CSP aims to increase it to streamline the complaint resolution process.

5.4
Competing organisational priorities

Some CSPs acknowledged that competing organisational priorities may affect the complaint handling performance of front line staff.  The majority of call centre staff are multi-skilled, handling a variety of issues including new connections, fault reports, clarifying service offerings etc as well as complaints.  That is, providers do not typically advertise a complaints number, but rather a customer service one.  The ACA is not critical of this, since it is in line with standard practice across many industries, but it does give rise to potential conflicts.

Many call centres have also historically had fairly tight ‘call length’, ‘call abandonment’ and ‘number of calls answered’ targets placed on front line staff to encourage high productivity.  The enforcement of call length times can impede the effectiveness of front line staff in dealing with more complex complaints.  The majority of CSPs recognised the need for balancing the encouragement of effective complaint handling mechanisms (albeit potentially longer calls) with the need to have phone lines open to receive calls.

One CSP deals with this by setting different performance indicators for front line staff than for their team leaders and managers.  This CSP said that call handling times should not be a performance requirement on front line staff, that the appropriate indicator is the quality of customer service.  In this view, call handling times are a managerial performance measurement.

The majority of CSPs noted that the culture of the organisation determined the amount of pressure on front line staff to end calls quickly—particularly those not generating revenue as in the case of complaints.  There needs to be a pervasive acknowledgment of and commitment to good complaints handling and the importance of customer retention from the top of the organisation down.

In line with the above acknowledgement of balancing the competing organisational priorities, the majority of the CSPs indicated that there was an internal push to move away from call answer times as a performance measure on front line staff towards the proportion of complaints resolved at the first point of contact.

Notwithstanding this trend, it remains difficult for some CSPs to move away from believing that a short call is a good call.  One CSP said that front line staff who are adequately trained and have sufficient experience should not take more than 90 seconds to resolve, or, if required, escalate a complaint.

5.5
Escalation procedures

One issue identified by the TIO was the apparent reluctance of the front line staff of CSPs to escalate complaints, and to notify complainants of further rights of recourse, both internally and externally through the TIO.  This was also an important issue for some consumer groups, who said that consumers could be left with no way of resolving their issue if their request to talk to a supervisor was denied.  Access to escalation emerged as a key point of contention.

Most of the CSPs noted that there is an internal objective of having the majority of complaints resolved at the first point of contact or within the call centre.  The majority of CSPs noted that a key challenge in improving complaint handling procedures was to increase the ownership of complaints by individual staff so that all possible efforts were made to resolve a complaint prior to escalation.

In this context there is clearly a risk that front line staff may see escalation as failure to resolve the complaint and this was acknowledged by one CSP.  Training must stress the importance of open communication and the right of the customer to escalate a complaint.

All CSPs had set escalation procedures that varied in complexity depending on the size and types of services provided by the business.  For the smaller CSPs, the internal point of escalation was generally a single person.

The majority of CSPs acknowledged that they discouraged front line staff from referring customers to the TIO.  They noted that it was essential internal escalation processes were exhausted prior to escalation to the TIO.

It is the ACA’s view that a good result in this area would be a higher number of complaints being escalated internally and dealt with effectively, and a lower number being escalated externally to the TIO.

5.6
Value of complaints

The majority of CSPs had systems in place to feed back information on the types of complaints received into the core business.  The majority used complaint information to analyse systemic problems.  Two CSPs stressed that complaints are essential to enable business improvements and stressed the culture of their organisations as supporting the importance of valuing information gleaned from complaints.  There were differences in the accessibility of the information and the frequency with which it was presented.  Some CSPs reported using ‘flash’ reports, which provided rapid information on crucial indicators to senior management regularly.
5.7
Size and complexity of the business

The size and complexity of the organisation contributed to many of the above factors.  Smaller, less complex businesses had small, manageable teams handling complaints and simpler complaint management systems.

6.
Compliance with relevant sections of the Complaint Handling Code

The above information provides an insight into the level of compliance with sections of the Complaint Handling Code and barriers to compliance.  Below is a summary of how the issues identified above relate to the sections of the code considered during the investigation.

6.1
Responsiveness, section 8.3

The majority of CSPs reported that they believed complainants received sufficient information to follow up on complaints and that automated time-linked alarms alerted staff to the need for escalation or a response to a complaint.  Some CSPs noted that the level of detail entered into the history of a complaint was not always adequate, and acknowledged that this would have an impact on how effectively and efficiently they responded to complaints.

The level of complaints received by the TIO suggests that there may still be some insufficient recording of the information required to resolve complaints, or front line staff may be making commitments to complaint follow-up that are not being fulfilled.  This is supported anecdotally by the accounts of consumers who persist with their issues, taking them up with the Minister, DCITA, the ACCC or the ACA.  Consumers report very high levels of frustration at their inability to have the issue resolved in spite of repeated assurances that such resolution would be implemented.

In essence, while the CSPs appear to have adequate systems to enable the appropriate recording, tracking and follow-up of complaints, staff are not always utilising the systems as they are designed.  Some possible reasons for poor complaint responsiveness are:

· call handling requirements and system-generated reminders could create competing pressures for customer service staff;

· difficulty in accessing the complaint handling system could create a disincentive for staff to use them; and

· staff training and monitoring, as well as overall organisational culture, could be significant in determining how effectively systems are utilised—front line staff could have difficulty ensuring action by other people in the organisation.

Most CSPs reported that they are trying to address these issues by making staff aware of the need to acknowledge complaints and retain customers through good customer service.  In addition, some CSPs are trying to create a greater sense of ownership by tracking the progress of a complaint and the performance of staff involved in individual complaints to check the effectiveness of their complaint handling.  CSPs also reported changing quality monitoring systems to focus on good call handling and customer satisfaction as primary indicators of the performance of front line staff rather than call times.

ACA view

The ACA’s view is that responsiveness includes ensuring:

· initial recording of complaints is adequate so that the consumer does not have to repeat the story when ringing again and the provider has enough information to be able to take action to resolve the complaint;

· timely information is provided to the consumer about progress on the complaint; and

· undertakings made by customer service representatives are actioned.

The commitments by all CSPs to improving the training and monitoring of front line staff and internal systems, if fulfilled, should lead to a more consistent performance by front line staff and fairer handling of complaints for consumers.

There are some obvious further initiatives that providers could take, such as the provision of reference numbers to consumers with complaints that require follow up, as suggested by consumer representatives.  The advantages of such a measure include:

· making it easy for the consumer to follow up on progress;

· providing assurance to the consumer that the issue has been recorded and will be tackled; and

· providing an easy way of tracking the issue through the organisation, and ensuring a greater emphasis on individual accountability for complaint resolution.

The usefulness of reference numbers, however, may be limited by the effectiveness of the overall complaint handling system of CSPs, and may not easily fit within the existing systems of some CSPs.  Similarly, there is a place for the use of system-generated reminders that persist until dismissed, but these are reminders to take action, and do not in themselves enable action.

Given the discrepancies between consumer experience and CSP reporting, it also appears that consumers and providers sometimes have a different view of whether a particular issue has been satisfactorily resolved.  If a consumer is merely discouraged from pursuing a complaint with the CSP, that CSP has traded a short term gain for a long term loss.

The ACA will draw this issue to the attention of the CSPs.  A sophisticated and properly planned commitment to effective complaint handling and follow-up is essential to addressing this issue.

The ACA will monitor the progress of the CSPs to address issues pertaining to compliance with section 8.3 of the Complaint Handling Code over the next few months.  The ACA will act on any decline in the effectiveness of the CSPs in meeting the provision.

6.2
Escalation and further recourse, section 8.4

All CSPs had an organisational goal of having the majority of complaints resolved at the first point of contact.  A few CSPs noted that front line staff may be reluctant to escalate complaints because it may be viewed as a failure.  It is possible that some customer service staff may be reluctant to escalate an issue if they believe they have dealt satisfactorily with it, and that the customer has no legitimate case.

The majority of CSPs acknowledged that they discouraged front line staff from referring customers to the TIO, advising them to escalate internally if customers are dissatisfied.  They noted that it was essential internal escalation processes were exhausted prior to escalation to the TIO.

The ACA agrees that it is better to use internal escalation processes before external escalation occurs.  However, customers are entitled to be given information about escalation options and to be able to decide which options to pursue.  Concerns remain that dissatisfied customers may not always be given the option of internal escalation, and that those customers are also not advised of the avenue of the TIO.  The TIO reports that the issues of customer service and poor complaint handling that come to his office are rarely as a result of being advised by the provider.

ACA view

While the ACA concedes that all CSPs had escalation procedures that attempted to resolve the complaint internally, problems appeared to arise when procedures were not followed.  It is the responsibility of the CSP to ensure these processes are followed.  In particular, CSPs should give careful consideration as to whether their business processes, performance indicators or other corporate messages contradict stated policy regarding escalation.

Many CSPs were training front line staff to ensure skill levels and product and procedural knowledge, including an awareness of escalation procedures, were at their optimum.  The ACA considers that these initiatives will assist in ensuring more complaints are resolved by the CSP, and fewer consumers sent away without a satisfactory resolution.

The ACA is concerned about the reluctance of CSPs to inform customers about their right to recourse through the TIO.  While the ACA appreciates the need to attempt to resolve all issues internally in the first instance, where customers remain dissatisfied with the outcome of a complaint, they must be informed of their right to recourse through the TIO.  Currently, the Complaint Handling Code does not require that customers be informed of this external avenue of recourse if they are informed of internal avenues of recourse.  The code review should consider strengthening the requirements on CSPs to inform customers of their avenues of recourse.

The ACA will emphasise to CSPs the importance of making complaint handling policies (including external recourse) available to customers, for example, prominently on CSP websites, contained in point of sale information and in bill inserts.

Escalation is a key issue on which CSP self-reporting and consumer reports of their experience are highly divergent.  While there may be some instances of consumers pursuing issues unreasonably, the most likely explanation lies with a deficiency of CSP practice or policy.  It is the responsibility of CSPs to ensure that there are no barriers, covert or overt, to internal escalation of complaints, and to ensure that complainants are informed of their right of recourse to the TIO where internal escalation is unsuccessful, or where the issue is resistant to resolution.

It is understandable that CSPs do not encourage their customer service representatives taking initial phone calls to explain the existence and purpose of the TIO to complainants at that early stage, but it is also understandable that such a policy is open to misreading.  CSPs could show good faith in this area by ensuring that the TIO scheme is explained to their customers by way of general information at intervals, for example, by bill inserts, explanations on websites, call centre menu options or availability of brochures at retail outlets.

The ACA will monitor the issue of internal and external avenues of recourse being provided to consumers with the assistance of the TIO data and will pursue any CSP that appears to not be providing customers with sufficient information about their rights to recourse.

6.3
Record keeping, section 8.7

Only two of the eight CSPs record all complaints in a specific complaints database.  Two more record all complaints, but the complaint is stored in a database related to the original cause of the complaint.  Four other providers only record those complaints that will require further action to resolve.

CSPs discussed their record keeping and collation processes with ACA staff freely, because of their belief that the Complaint Handling Code gives them discretion to record complaints in a way that suits their particular business.  However, the ACA’s legal advice is that the combination of the definition of complaint and the wording of 8.7.1 of the code means that CSPs are obliged to record all complaints.

ACA view

Following consideration, the ACA can pursue the breach of a code through various methods which vary in their appropriateness depending on the particular circumstances of the code breach.  Actions may include, but are not limited to one or a combination of the following:

· deciding that the code provision that has been breached is inadequate, and suggesting to ACIF that the provision be amended;

· gaining agreement from the CSPs in breach of the code to comply with the provision and monitoring the progress of those CSPs;

· issue a formal warning to the CSPs in breach of the code to comply with the code provision; and

· direct the CSPs in breach of the code to comply with the complaint recording provisions of the code in accordance with section 121 of the Telecommunications Act 1997.
In assessing the seriousness of the final finding of breach by some providers in respect to the record keeping provision, the ACA notes the following:

· The ACA has no ready means to quantify the extent of the consumer detriment that has occurred as a result of non-recording, although there are examples of consumers ringing several times and finding there is no record of their previous complaints.  This is at least frustrating for the consumer and often damaging if it means commitments have not been met.

· There may be a tension between recording all complaints and resolving as many as possible in the first instance.  As long as the complaint is fairly and efficiently resolved (which may not mean in favour of the complainant), prompt resolution is a good outcome for consumers.

· The ACA, at the very least, needs to consult with the providers taking part in its investigation to ensure that all the real and potential problems identified to date are adequately addressed.

· There is not a general recognition amongst all providers that the Complaint Handling Code as registered requires that all complaints be recorded.

It is not clear to the ACA that a warning or formal direction to the industry or to individual companies to record all complaints would necessarily lead to significantly improved outcomes for consumers, which is the issue of primary concern to the ACA.  Most providers in the investigation are already taking steps to improve the outcomes for their customers, and the ACA does not have information about other providers that could form a basis for a direction.

The ACA considers, however, that the industry must further consider its current complaint handling practices and the terms of the Complaint Handling Code (which is due for review) to ensure that they are consistent with the code’s stated objectives.

The ACA has written to the eight CSPs involved in this investigation setting out the following specific expectations with regard to industry compliance with this code:

· no provider is to have internal policies which directly or indirectly lead to a reluctance to tell dissatisfied complainants about the TIO;

· all providers must ensure that systems and business practices deliver on commitments made to complainants; 

· providers must ensure that customers are not prevented from having their issue reconsidered if they choose;

· all providers must have documented effective complaints handling processes, and trained staff;

· all providers must have in place effective internal complaints escalation processes;

· all providers must publicise their complaints processes to customers and staff, along with other rights and obligations; and

· providers must be able to demonstrate their compliance with the code objectives and provisions including the record keeping provisions.  The ACA will be asking for such a demonstration.

In relation to the forthcoming Complaint Handling Code review, the ACA has the following expectations:

· code objectives or intended outcomes for consumers must be maintained or enhanced;

· industry compliance principles that provide guidance for demonstrating and reporting compliance periodically; and

· any reviewed code submitted for registration does not simply re-interpret the code reporting requirement.

Evidence of increased levels of potential or confirmed breaches of the Complaint Handling Code will lead to a re-assessment of the ACA view.  In particular, a provider whose customers sharply increase their complaints to the TIO about complaint handling procedures should expect the ACA to take prompt action.  The ACA will not hesitate to direct compliance with the code where breaches are of concern.  Failure to heed such direction could make providers subject to heavy fines.

6.4
Resources, principle 5.3

The allocation of adequate resources to complaint handling is a Complaint Handling Code principle, not a rule, but an inadequate allocation of resources will make it impossible to comply with code rules.

When the ACA asked CSPs about ensuring adequate resource levels, the answers typically described call centre resources or the existence within the organisation of positions that dealt with escalated complaints.  For example, CSPs reported that they use call answer times and call abandonment levels as key measures to allocate resources.  They also answered in terms of the teams or people who deal with escalated complaints.  A number of CSPs described the functions of these higher-level teams in terms of dealing with TIO issues or issues brought into the organisation by directors, senior management or via political avenues, that is, top-down issues.  It was not always clear that the higher-level teams accepted referrals from call centre staff or team leaders.

Another potential issue relates to the resources required to analyse complaint data and to utilise it to identify problem areas and improve service levels.  The Complaint Handling Code requires analysis of complaint data at least six-monthly.  Typically, CSPs relied on setting up the means of categorising complaints within their information technology systems and then generating reports on the basis of these categorisations.  This is a fairly passive way of meeting this code requirement.

ACA view

The nature of the replies received from CSPs raised several points of concern for the ACA.

Adequacy cannot simply be measured by standard call centre ratios, especially when call centre staff have functions in addition to complaints handling.  Furthermore, allocating resources only to initial call-taking and then to escalated complaints appears to be a grossly inadequate approach.  Unless resources are also allocated to fixing the problems of customers, those customers’ complaints will bounce around the organisation.

The ACA accepts that it will often be within the scope of the initial call-taker to solve the problem, either by way of information, or referral.  However, it is crucial to allocate resources to those issues where that is not the case.  If it is not within the resources of the customer service representative to resolve the issue on the first contact, it is likely that it will not be on the second contact either.  This may be a source of the customer frustration evident in the data and comments supplied by the TIO and consumer organisations.

The ACA has drawn to the CSPs’ attention the wide consumer perception that resources for complaint handling should be improved, and suggests that reliance on front line staff and system reminders and triggers will be insufficient to handle those complaints which resist easy resolution.

6.5
Courtesy, principle 5.6

It is a Complaint Handling Code principle that complaints must be dealt with in a reasonable timeframe and complainants treated with courtesy.  This is another point on which the reports of CSPs and those of consumer groups and the TIO diverged markedly.

CSPs reported that front line staff receive extensive training in customer service, and described the measures taken to ensure that calls were dealt with in appropriate ways.  These measures typically included selective call monitoring, coaching and inculcation of company values.  Some CSPs reported needing to make improvements in this area and described initiatives they had under way to retrain staff and to improve customer service skills.

The TIO and consumer groups reported experiences of consumers being refused when they asked to speak to a manager or supervisor or of being hung up on when they said they wanted to make complaints.

ACA view

Courtesy is often subjective, and it may be that individual consumers are sometimes quite frustrated and perhaps lacking in courtesy themselves when they try yet again to resolve an issue.  Nevertheless, of the ACA is concerned that there is a marked discrepancy between CSP self-reporting and reported consumer experience.

Adequate resources, training and other tools to deal effectively with consumer complaints are likely to ameliorate complaints about discourtesy.  The ACA regards complaints about discourtesy as symptomatic of deeper issues with complaint handling systems.

7.
Conclusion

Information obtained from the TIO, DCITA, ACCC, SETEL, CTN, consumer advocates and ACA monitoring clearly indicates that there have been areas of consumer dissatisfaction with the performance of some CSPs.  That information made clear the individual consumer detriment of poor complaint handling practices, especially the frustration caused by a lengthy series of attempts at achieving some sort of resolution to a complaint.

In discussions with the ACA, the CSPs largely acknowledged the difficulty of effective complaint handling and either:

· demonstrated systems, policies and processes that mean that breaches of the Complaint Handling Code have been made at the individual transaction level rather than at the systems or procedural level; (with the exception of record keeping practices); or

· acknowledged that this was an area where they had not performed well and outlined significant initiatives to improve.

The CSPs all indicated a commitment towards improving their complaint handling practices to ensure the experience of customers was enhanced.  Improvement initiatives included:

· appointment of new senior staff members to manage call centres, introduce quality management or manage customer service;

· instituting new performance measures for call centre staff and their supervisors which placed greater emphasis on qualitative measures of customer service and satisfaction, rather than quantitative ones of the number of calls taken and the length of calls;

· lowering staff–supervisor ratios in call centres, and ensuring team managers and supervisors had more time and accountability for satisfaction and service;

· extensive training initiatives, in some cases including training all staff in relevant skill areas;

· improved provision of information to call centre staff; and

· changeover to new systems that allowed for better customer service and complaint recording.

There is some evidence to suggest these initiatives are leading to improved performance against the Complaint Handling Code.  The TIO’s March quarter statistics show marked reduction in complaints and the June quarter also showed reduced levels of complaints over those in the December 2001 quarter, though the level had increased over the March figures (see Data provided by the TIO).

Are some or all of the CSPs with whom the ACA dealt currently in breach of the Complaint Handling Code?  On the basis of the information available to the ACA, the answer is yes.  While some CSPs are in breach of the record keeping provision, there is no evidence of systemic or intentional breach in relation to other provisions of the code.  This should not be interpreted as a ringing endorsement of CSPs’ complaint handling practices.

It is highly likely that a number of the providers were non-compliant, especially in the September and December quarters of 2001, but the CSPs have or are establishing systems and procedures to address this.  Furthermore, the incidence of non-systemic breaches is higher than it ought to be, and needs to be addressed.  The ACA will monitor ongoing compliance to ensure commitments made by the CSPs are fulfilled and lead to improved outcomes for consumers, and in particular will take further action if the following indicators of non-compliance are present:

· an increase (or maintenance of earlier levels) in the number of complaints to the TIO that consumers were denied recourse to internal avenues of redress;

· an increase or stability in the number of complaints about inability to resolve issues with agencies such as the ACCC, ACA and DCITA, as well as to consumer groups; and

· reports that complainants on ringing back found that there was no record of their earlier call, which will indicate that deficiencies in record keeping have not been addressed.

7.1
Adequacy of the Complaint Handling Code

On the whole, the Complaint Handling Code appears to provide sufficient depth to enable CSPs to operate in a manner that is consistent with the code objectives within individual business models.  However, issues identified in this investigation suggest some changes may enhance the effectiveness of the code.

The investigation found that some CSPs are not yet fulfilling the code objective of maintaining and enhancing customer satisfaction.  In addition, not all complaint handling processes appear efficient, and, from a consumer representative perspective, many do not encourage feedback to be provided from consumers, which is again inconsistent with the objectives of the code.  The CSPs involved recognised the need to further develop those processes, and demonstrated a commitment to doing so.

As discussed in section 5.1, not all CSPs understand the requirements of the record keeping provisions of the Complaint Handling Code as a requirement to keep records of all complaints.  There is clearly a need for the industry, the TIO and consumer representatives to reach an agreed understanding of code requirements in the forthcoming review of the code.

There are some other areas in which the divergence of views suggests that the Complaint Handling Code needs to provide more specific guidance than it currently does.  Issues in this category include:

· methods of ensuring customers are kept updated on the progress of complaints including giving them the power to contact the CSP to follow up on a complaint;

· ensuring reasonable steps are taken by front line staff to customer agreement about the outcome of a complaint; and

· strengthening the provisions for customers to be informed of their external avenues of recourse, particularly the TIO.

7.2
Outcomes of the investigation

To ensure levels of compliance are satisfactory and that there are no systemic breaches of the Complaint Handling Code, the ACA will:

· request the eight CSPs involved to provide quarterly reports to the ACA on the progress of improvements to their complaint handling systems, and to provide the ACA with its six-monthly analysis of complaints under 8.7.2 of the code; 

· monitor the level of complaints recorded by the TIO and consumer representative agencies over the next six months to assess whether the implementation of proposed system and procedural changes by CSPs reduces the number of code related complaints;

· consult with consumer representatives, the ACCC, DCITA and the TIO to discuss any improvements or areas of concern prevailing over the same period; 

· seek to further investigate industry complaint handling processes, utilising information provided by consumer representative agencies;

· seek information provided for the Telecommunications Performance Report 2001–02 that will enable tracking of progress including seeking information resulting from ACIF’s code monitoring processes; and

· request ACIF to investigate the issues, costs and benefits associated with the definition and recording of complaints prior to, or as part of the code review process.

To ensure the areas of the Complaint Handling Code that potentially require amendment are considered during the ACIF code review process, the ACA has written to ACIF outlining the key issues identified during the investigation for consideration during the code review, in particular the issue of the appropriate definition of a complaint and the related recording provisions.  The ACA has also written to and met with the CSPs indicating the major issues and findings from the investigation.

The ACA will undertake targeted monitoring of the eight CSPs over the next few months to assess the effectiveness of the strategies being implemented.  The ACA will institute an investigation(s) designed to provide information about compliance breaches and deficiencies if the expected improvement is not evident.  A possible outcome of such an investigation would be formal action, such as a direction to comply with the code under section 121 of the Telecommunications Act 1997.
Appendix A: Relevant sections of the Complaint Handling Code

5. 
Complaint handling principles (extracts)

5.3 
Suppliers must provide adequate resources for complaint handling with sufficient delegated levels of authority.

5.6 
Complaints must be dealt with in a reasonable timeframe and Complainants treated with courtesy.

8.3 
Responsiveness

8.3.1 
A Supplier must acknowledge written Complaints within 5 working days of receipt of the Complaint. A Supplier can elect to do this either verbally or in writing, unless one or the other method is specified by the Complainant.

Verbal Complaints will be taken as acknowledged at the time the Complaint is made.

8.3.2 
Wherever possible, a Supplier must advise Customers when they make a Complaint, or within 5 working days, of the complexity of the investigation and a timeframe for the possible final determination of the Complaint. The timeframe for finalisation should not exceed 30 calendar days unless Clause 8.3.3 applies.

8.3.3 
In certain cases it will not be possible for a Complaint to be handled within the 30-day timeframe due to the complexity or circumstances of the Complaint. A Supplier must provide regular updates to the Customer in these circumstances and the Complainant must be kept informed as to the Complaint’s progress and likely timeframe for finalisation.

The complexity or circumstances of a Complaint may include where the Supplier is relying on another Supplier for the provision of information to enable further investigation of the Complaint, or for another Supplier to provide information on the resolution or determination of the Complaint.

8.3.4 
Suppliers must provide Customers with sufficient information to ensure they can effectively inquire on the progress of the Complaint and be advised if this information changes.

Sufficient information may take the form of advising the Customer to quote their name, telephone number, Complaint reference number or other identifier in order to facilitate a timely and accurate response to the Customer on subsequent enquiries by them.

8.3.5 
Suppliers must advise Customers of the outcome of the investigation of their Complaint. This can be in a written format, if requested by the Customer.

8.3.6 
Suppliers must not impose Complaint handling charges on Complainants, except where the investigative/handling process is sufficiently onerous to justify the levying of a Complaint handling charge.

The following are examples of onerous circumstances:

a) Where utilisation of line analysis equipment is requested for the same number on more than one occasion by the same Customer within a six month period; or

b) Where a Customer instigates a Complaint process that requires the retrieval of archival records more than two years old.

8.3.7 
Where the outcome of a Complaint is upheld in favour of the Customer, a Supplier must refund any Complaint handling fees paid by the Customer for that Complaint.

8.3.8 
Where a Supplier considers that the investigative/handling process is sufficiently onerous to justify the levying of a Complaint handling charge, a Supplier must not impose the charge without reference to, and discussion with, the Customer.  In cases where a charge is to be imposed, the Supplier must inform the Customer of such charges in writing.

8.3.9 
Where the Supplier deems the Complaint to be frivolous or vexatious, the Supplier must:

(a) where appropriate, use internal processes to escalate the Complaint;

(b) inform the Customer of the reasons for the decision not to investigate; and

(c) inform the Customer of the availability of external options for complaint handling, e.g. the TIO.

8.4 
Escalation and further recourse

8.4.1 
Where appropriate, a Supplier’s Complaint handling process must include an escalation process.

8.4.2 
Unresolved Complaints should be dealt with according to any escalation processes which the Supplier may have.

8.4.3 
Suppliers must advise Customers of their avenues of recourse, including their internal options and/or the TIO, in all instances where the Customer indicates to the Supplier that they remain dissatisfied with the outcome of a Complaint.

8.5 
Recording customer complaints

8.5.1
A Supplier’s procedures must provide for appropriate and systematic record keeping of Complaints and their outcomes.

8.7
Internal data collection and analysis

8.7.1
Suppliers must have appropriate systems to record Complaints and their outcomes.  These systems must enable the Suppliers to collect and analyse Complaints in order to identify Systemic Problems and also provide the basis for Complaints reporting required under the regulatory and the self-regulatory regimes.

8.7.2
Suppliers must ensure that data collected is categorised and analysed at least every six months to allow for the identification and rectification of Systemic and recurring problems.

Appendix B: Notes on the complaint handling systems of individual CSPs

Telstra

Telstra has had a Complaint Management Process and system for recording complaints since 1994.  The process was initially based on Australian Standard, Complaint Handling (AS 4269–1995) and has subsequently been revised to reflect the additional ACIF C547 Complaint Handling Code requirements.  The system is a stand alone database which has a number of workflow features including the ability to transfer ownership, refer for specific action, manual escalation, automatic escalation, an audit trail of all actions recorded during the case management of the complaint, and reporting (daily, weekly, monthly).

System integration

From a system integration perspective the major issues for Telstra are its size and ubiquity, the range and diversity of products and services, and the systems that have been developed to manage these products and services as a result of the growth of the market and business.  Telstra reported that its complaints handling system has been a very stable one over time, has the ability to be deployed to any business unit in Telstra and it also provides the basis for Telstra-wide reporting on complaint data.

The complaints handling system requires front line staff to log onto a separate application to record complaints but they can then readily toggle between applications (a usual operation for many programs).  The system is being considered for upgrading to an Internet protocol based platform and other (including ‘integrating’) advancements.

Telstra noted that human and operational factors do at times impact on when and how complaints are recorded by front line staff.  These factors may at times result in varying degrees of quality of complaint information recorded by front line staff.

Training and information accessibility

Telstra reported that its front line supervisors/managers must continually balance a range of resourcing, reporting and other operational requirements, including training for all the various applications while ensuring adequate front line resources are available to handle call traffic.

The main customer access points for customers to lodge complaints with Telstra are through their publicised front of house customer service numbers.  Staff receive complaint process training during their induction and staff communication channels are used to inform staff of process and system changes as they occur.  The business imperative to have the maximum number of staff available to answer incoming calls may at times impact on the timeliness of awareness of changes.  Staff have access to complaint process and system information on the Intranet at all times.

Empowerment/authority of front line staff

Front line staff have a standard level of authority to address complaints and the main focus is to resolve all issues at the first point of contact wherever possible.  Attempts to minimise the subjectivity of front line decisions include the creation of clear ownership rules with an emphasis on early resolution of an issue.  This is intended to encourage staff to put in maximum effort to resolve and issue by ensuring that they are aware that they own the issue.  Telstra noted that increasing the authority of front line staff in parallel with increasing the knowledge of staff, decreased complaints.

Escalation

There are clear escalation procedures within the various business units, particularly where a customer requests escalation of their complaint or the owner of the complaint does not have the necessary skills to resolve the complaint.  Complaints are escalated where the monetary amount is greater than the authorised level for front line staff.

Telstra noted that its complaint handling system has manual and automatic escalation functionality, which allows the next level to be notified where more senior authority is required to progress the complaint (manual), or the complaint has not been actioned within a particular timeframe (automatic).  Escalation generally commences with the front line staff supervisor or team leader.

Recording of complaints

Due largely to commercial and operational considerations, details of complaints resolved at the first point of contact are recorded in Telstra’s ‘core’ systems, e.g. the billing system, fault management system or service ordering/provisioning system.  A complaint is subsequently recorded and case managed in the complaint system database if it requires further action past the first point of contact or it is in writing.

Value of complaints

Telstra noted that complaints were valued in terms of assisting in the identification of core issues.  Regular meetings are held and weekly reports are distributed to identify root causes of complaints and how to address them.

Monitoring effectiveness of complaint handling

Telstra’s complaint process instructs that complaints are to be monitored on a weekly basis and applies to all users.  Telstra noted that it used churn rates, TIO figures, average call length over the day (to avoid mitigating against effective complaint handling), surveys of customers that logged complaints and ad hoc system audits to assess the effectiveness of its complaint handling.

AAPT

AAPT is undertaking a transformation of its customer service processes, with the primary aim of reducing churn through improvements in customer service. Complaints to the TIO about AAPT have dropped significantly.  AAPT noted that the TIO complaints reports do serve as a reminder for all organisations to improve customer satisfaction.  AAPT also felt that it was particularly important for new players to have outstanding customer service.  AAPT acknowledged that it would be several months before the transformation process would have a substantial impact on its complaint handling processes.

System integration

AAPT’s complaints handling database is separate to other customer service systems.  Whilst AAPT reported that the complaints handing database was relatively easy to access, there appears to be some difficulties in staff consistently entering complaints into the database.  However, AAPT noted that integration of the database into other operating systems was not financially viable at this stage.  In this early stage of the transformation process, AAPT is focused on further developing the culture for front line staff, to stress the importance of recording complaints and satisfying the customer at the first point of contact.  In coming months, the complaints handling database will become a major component of AAPT’s transformation process and will be used to monitor its customer service improvement initiatives.

Training and information accessibility

AAPT considers that training and information accessibility is a key feature of the transformation process.  The skills enhancement of all customer service staff to address knowledge and skill gaps is receiving the highest priority within AAPT.  A current round of training on complaints handling is expected to be completed by 1 July 2002.

Empowerment/authority of front line staff

AAPT customer service staff currently have delegated financial authority to help resolve customer complaints.  As part of the transformation process, the level of this authority is being reviewed.  There is an intention to extend such authority as the skills and knowledge of front line staff improves.

Escalation

AAPT reported that it had been experiencing a few difficulties in encouraging front line staff to always follow the appropriate complaints handling escalation procedures.  It was again noted that the solution to this lies in the skills enhancement currently being provided to staff.  AAPT acknowledged that previous complaints handling processes provided little knowledge of whether complaints were being followed up, however they have developed improved procedures for the escalation of complaints, with the area of complaint origin being noted in the complaint history.

Furthermore, AAPT intends to introduce automatic narrations, these will identify the activity undertaken within certain transactions and system screens.  This will ensure more effective monitoring of complaints and complaint handling and will encourage increased ownership by customer service staff of complaint handling.  AAPT anticipates that the auto narrations will assist them to achieve their goal of 90%of complaints being resolved at the first point of contact.

Recording of complaints

AAPT has a complaint handling policy accessible to all staff.  AAPT has adopted the ACIF Complaint Handling Code definition of a complaint.  AAPT acknowledged that complaints are not always recorded in the complaints database due to a reluctance by staff to record complaints.  AAPT noted that it sees the key to addressing this is to develop a culture which believes that complaints are integral to any company as they contain useful information that identifies systemic issues and process deficiencies which can then be resolved.

Value of complaints

AAPT reported that a key part of the skills enhancement was instilling in staff the fact that complaints are integral to any company as they provide invaluable feedback on company systems, processes and procedures and allow systemic issues to be identified and resolved.

Monitoring effectiveness of complaints handling 

AAPT has changed the Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) of customer service staff to reflect an emphasis on the goal of 90% of all issues to be finalised at the first point of contact by the customer.  AAPT has intentionally removed the KPI on call length time to ensure that the focus is on meeting the customer's expectations and contributing to customer satisfaction through the appropriate handling of calls, regardless of their length.

AAPT measures the satisfaction of customers that have contacted the call centre on a regular basis via their Call Quality Program.  The Call Quality Program assesses the handling of calls by customer service staff based on criteria such as warmth, friendliness, ability to listen, assistance to the customer, compliance with legal and regulatory obligations, processes, procedures, system and product knowledge.  The Call Quality Program monitors a minimum of ten calls per staff member each month to identify skill or knowledge deficiencies.  Training is provided to customer service staff to assist them to close any identified gaps in their skills or knowledge.

Customer Satisfaction is also measured by the Customer Satisfaction Survey which provides customers with the opportunity to comment on the service they have received from AAPT via an electronic, anonymous survey.  After the call with the customer service staff member has finalised, the customer is given the option of transferring to the Survey and recording their comments (using both the buttons on the phone and recording of individualised comments).  The results from this Survey are published to senior AAPT management on a weekly basis and are used to help identify any systemic issues and procedural and process deficiencies that may exist.

Customer Satisfaction is now also linked to the Team Managers and Contact Centre Manager’s KPIs, such that the Managers are rewarded based on the percentage of customer satisfaction.  Customer Service staff themselves have the opportunity to contribute their thoughts on customer issues and customer satisfaction via regular staff forums.  AAPT strongly believes that TIO complaint levels are the most objective measure of its customer service.  In addition, customer retention rates can also be useful to measure customer satisfaction with a particular organisation.
RSL COM
RSL COM provides voice and data services to the SME and Corporate market.  Operating through a range of direct and indirect channels to market, supported by both switched network and switchless resale.

System integration

RSL COM has developed a range of integrated software solutions to meet the needs of its customers and in house ‘back of house’ management.

Empowerment/authority of front line staff

RSL COM ‘front of house’ staff are empowered and encouraged to resolve customer’s inquiries at the first point of contact in line with a range of policies developed from Industry standards and Codes.
Training and information accessibility

RSL COM provides extensive training for new staff, and on going training programmes for existing staff.  Information services are generally available on line.

Escalation

Escalation processes are based on a ‘peer to peer’ system, ensuring that all staff have an escalation point immediately available to them.

Recording of complaints

A complaint arises when initial attempts to remedy an inquiry have proved unsuccessful within industry time frames for resolution.  A Complaints Resolution Manager is involved in all complaints.

Value of complaints

Each RSL COM customer has an individual account manager that is responsible for retaining the customer.  Complaint resolution plays a key role in customer retention.  Complaints are generally the consequence of either a failure to adhere to processes, or an indicator that a process requires review.  All complaints are subject to analysis each month to identify opportunities for improvement and process development or modification.

Monitoring effectiveness of complaints handling

Call handling times are monitored, however those are considered a management performance indicator rather than a front line performance indicator.  There is an onus on front line staff to satisfy the customer.  All complaints are analyzed monthly to identify opportunities for improvement and process development or modification.

Hutchison

Hutchison Telecommunications (Australia) Limited (‘Hutchison’) is committed to compliance with the Complaint Handling Code and stresses the importance of organisational culture in determining such a commitment.

Hutchison notes that the impact of Mobile Number Portability (MNP) on the industry as a whole may have led to the TIO focus on the handling of complaints.  The introduction of MNP led the company to experience unprecedented call handling difficulties with high call abandonment rates. The difficulties were not entirely due to the performance of Hutchison, but arose as a result of problems with interactions with other carriers.  Performance has returned to pre-MNP service levels.

System integration

Hutchison’s complaint handling system is integrated with other internal and external operating systems. A system of escalation for specialist team handling operates in conjunction with a monitoring process to prevent individual complaints exceeding preset resolution time frames.

Empowerment/authority of front line staff

The majority of customer issues are resolved at the first point of contact by front line staff (Customer Care Associates) who are fully trained in all Hutchison products and services.  Specialist points of contact are available for call transfer and escalation where necessary.  Customer Care Associates are not empowered to make concessions, however allowance for this is made via the following complaint escalation structure:

Customer Care Associate (front line) > Team Leader > Manager > Customer Relations Team

The Customer Relations Team is a group of Customer Relations specialists who handle both written and telephone complaints with a focus on fast and satisfactory resolution.

Training and information accessibility

Hutchison employs two full-time Trainers to address any knowledge or skill deficiency identified in the Quality Assurance monitoring process. Hutchison has a policy of strong quality performance management.  All procedures are clearly documented on an on-line work instruction manual.

Recording of complaints

Hutchison defines a complaint as any reasonable expression of dissatisfaction by a customer in relation to the delivery of the company’s products and services.  A complaint may be received via any communication channel inclusive of telephone, mail, email or facsimile.

Value of complaints

Hutchison values customer feedback for the contribution it makes to the company’s current and future development.  A report detailing all issues addressed by Customer Care is produced on a weekly basis and analysed with a focus on proactive address of potential customer issues.  Strong priority is given to issues that are likely to prompt further complaints if not rectified and analysis tools are in place for the constant monitoring of the effectiveness of complaint handling.  System-based tools are used to monitor and track abandonment levels and answer times in conjunction with Customer Satisfaction Programs to quality assure the Customer Care operation.

Vodafone

Vodafone is implementing a complaint handling project to improve and integrate its current complaint handling systems.  Vodafone, as a values-based organisation, emphasised the importance of customers, with its corporate logo ‘a passion for customers’.  Vodafone stated that it could not become a signatory of the Code until all its systems were operational.  Vodafone stated that it and other CSPs recognised the importance of good complaint handling for customer retention.  Vodafone stressed that this was of particular importance given its ‘No Plans’ product.

System integration

Vodafone is working on rolling out an integrated complaint recording system.  Vodafone stated that the complaint system is easy to access and use with automatic escalation paths built into it.

Empowerment/authority of front line staff

Vodafone reported that the level of experience of a staff member determined the level of their authority with constant monitoring by supervisors with greater authority levels.

Training and information accessibility

Vodafone reported that all staff are currently undertaking values based training.  Vodafone has a comprehensive Intranet providing information on a variety of products and services.

Escalation

Vodafone has escalation procedures in place.  Vodafone acknowledged that there was a level of subjectivity involving whether or not front line staff referred dissatisfied customers to the TIO.  There was a preference to escalate internally rather than refer on.

Recording of complaints

Vodafone reported that all complaints, even those resolved on first contact, are recorded as complaints.

Value of complaints

Vodafone valued complaints as a means of identifying problems that needed to be addressed and as a means for continual improvement.

Monitoring effectiveness of complaint handling

Call monitoring will be used to address customer service and complaint handling effectiveness.  There is also tracking of call answer times.  Customer satisfaction is emphasised as a performance indicator.

Optus
Optus participated in a study of call centres conducted by the Australian Customer Services Institute (ACSI).  They reported that they ranked comparatively well.

System integration

The complaint handling system is integrated into one of the key systems used by front line staff.  There is an aim to integrate all systems.

Empowerment/authority of front line staff

Optus noted that during its participation in the ACSI call centre benchmarking project, it received valuable feedback from staff.

Training and information accessibility

Front line staff have received specialist training with the importance of retention stressed.  Optus is moving towards recording every call for more effective monitoring.  It is implementing sensitive recognition programs that can pick up on inappropriate tone, language etc.  There are specialist customer service representatives in teams that can offer expert advice to front line staff.

Escalation

Optus has a set escalation procedure with escalation requested within the complaint handling system.  The Optus policy is that all complaints be resolved at the first point of contact where possible.  There are clear escalation processes.  Optus has produced a complaints handling brochure that includes information on the customer's right to seek recourse through the TIO.

Recording of complaints

Optus noted that a complaint is logged as such at the first point of contact.

Value of complaints

Weekly and monthly reports of complaints received are distributed to managers to feedback into system improvements.

Monitoring effectiveness of complaints handling

Optus noted there is weekly analysis of adherence to KPIs including timeframes for calls and complaint resolution times.

Primus

Primus is implementing new customer service procedures.  Primus employed a new customer service manager in December 2001, part of whose functions is to address what Primus perceived as inadequacies in its customer service systems.  Currently Primus is focusing on redistributing its resources more effectively and building the knowledge and skills of staff. It was noted that Primus is trying to strengthen its ties with the TIO and felt that the internal dispute resolution project assisted in doing that.

System integration

Primus has one internal system (TULIP) for the logging of queries/complaints.  Primus is in the process of upgrading and integrating all its systems, including those that interact with other carriers.  Primus has noticed substantial efficiency increases from the upgrades that have already been implemented.

Empowerment/authority of front line staff

Complaint audit trails have been introduced in an attempt to help staff to take greater ownership of complaints.  Additionally front of line staff will progressively be given more authority to offer incentives and provide innovative solutions to issues raised by customers.

Training and information accessibility

Primus felt that front line staff have enough information to answer approximately 80 per cent of queries/complaints, with line of business (LOB) codes informing of other information required for staff.  Staff are provided with approximately one hour of training a week on a range of topics.

Escalation

Primus reported that it would be against Primus' policy of internal dispute resolution for front line staff to advise customers of their right of recourse through the TIO, however the TIO is identified by senior staff and in some outgoing correspondence to escalated complainants.

Recording of complaints

It was agreed that the definition of a complaint was problematic.  If the definition is interpreted too broadly then every call to the customer service centre (other than to sign up to Primus) could be regarded a complaint.

Value of complaints

Line of business (LOB) codes are attributed to all complaints so that problematic areas within the business can be identified.  These are fed back into the business regularly.

Monitoring effectiveness of complaint handling

The performance measures of front line staff are monitored, and a sample of calls (1,000) are monitored monthly to check performance.  Key indicators for front line staff include abandonment figures, compliance to roster, no. of times customer on hold, no. of times customer transferred, wrap up times etc.
NewTel
NewTel cited its key challenge as integrating new systems to address the shortcomings of WorldxChange customer service systems.  In addition, it is working to marry the distinctive cultures of Internet, mobile and local call provision.  It is undertaking extensive training of staff to bring them up to speed on new products and the NewTel customer service procedures.  NewTel is undertaking extensive monitoring to ascertain the effectiveness of its training programs and to identify knowledge gaps that require filling by additional training.  NewTel advised that while it had already seen extensive improvements over the past nine months since the takeover, it expected a few more months would be required before the systems were working as effectively as is hoped.
System integration

NewTel’s complaint handling system is integrated into one centralised system.  It is a notes system within the general system that enables queries/complaints to be lodged.  There is a flow-on escalation procedure that can be linked to the notes system to ensure complaints are followed up appropriately.
Empowerment/authority of front line staff

NewTel noted that there is currently limited empowerment of front line staff.  It was noted that there is a goal to extend that authority to further streamline the complaint resolution process.  NewTel noted that it needs to clarify procedures with its finance department to ensure that no costly errors can be made by front line staff prior to increasing their authority.
Training and information accessibility

After intensive induction training, staff generally receive ongoing training on a range of topics on a fortnightly or monthly basis.  Staff have access to information about products at all times.
Escalation

NewTel reported that it has established escalation procedures that are enacted through the complaint system.  It was noted that the onus is on each individual to ensure they have fully attempted to resolve the issue prior to escalation.
Recording of complaints

Complaints would generally only be logged as such if they were not resolved at the first point of contact.
Value of complaints

Complaint reports are circulated to department managers for information to be fed back into systems.

Monitoring effectiveness of complaint handling

NewTel reported that it had an extensive monitoring program to assess the performance of front line staff in following internal complaint handling procedures and effectively taking responsibility for complaints, having the knowledge to address a complaint and overall complaint resolution.  The number of calls taken by staff, the length of calls, the number abandoned, the effectiveness of the performance by the staff member.  All front line staff have calls monitored by Team Leaders, who then provide them with feedback about the call handling directly after the call, including how they use previous information (history of a complaint to assist the caller.  Team Leaders pass information regarding information gaps to trainers to develop appropriate programs.

Appendix C: Case Studies of consumer experience in making complaints

During the investigation into complaint handling, the TIO provided several examples of the experiences of complainants.  The Consumers Federation of Australia provided a case study that it reported as being indicative of the issues confronted by its consumers and consumer advocates when attempting to have complaints addressed by the telecommunications industry.

Excerpts from the reports of complainants – Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman

Case Study 1

The complainant reported that they had requested three fixed services to be transferred between two CSPs.  Complainant stated that only one request was processed ‘due to a stuff up by X (the CSP) ... what occurred after that was one stuff up after another by X’.

 ‘I have made numerous calls and have spoken to every department within X as I was switched from one person to another.  No one wants to take ownership of my grievance and help me resolve it.’

‘...I spoke with him (call centre staff member) at around 12.30 pm and he said he would get back to me by close of business that day.  That was the last I heard from anyone at X.  I have left approximately four messages for (him) to return my call, none of which have been.  I have tried and tried to ring that number, but always receive an engaged tone.  I have even tried at midnight, just so I could get his voice mail and leave another message.  Again busy.  Now no one works THAT hard ... he never called back.’

Case Study 2
The complainant contacted the TIO about a dispute regarding the ‘accidental disconnection of their fixed phone line by the CSP (X).

The complainant reported that X accidentally disconnected their fixed service.  The complainant stated ‘they verbally admitted the disconnection was their fault.  The only correspondence we have had from them is the monthly reminder, debt collection and threatening legal letters.  They have not addressed our claims for compensation since we lodged our formal request eighteen months ago ... X should further be penalised for the way they have dealt with this account since our problems began.  Their refusal to address our complaint while using bullying tactics, including damaging our credit rating and continued threat of legal action now forms part of our complaint.’

Case Study 3
The complainant contacted the TIO about a compensation claim against their CSP (X) after a new phone number was published despite a request that it be made silent.

The complainant stated that ‘after complaining and making numerous calls to X, I eventually receive a compensation claim form.  I submit claim form.  Nothing happens so I make more numerous phone calls and get fobbed off with various excuses and changes in policy.  I make more calls and eventually a X staff member tells me to substantiate my claim and lists the items that they will cover.  I do this and now they change their verbal offer.  The offer is inadequate and I don’t trust them because they change them.  My request for all of this in writing has failed and my most recent letters have not been acknowledged.  We have already suffered financial loss ... we just cannot afford to relocate (due to publication of number) ... without assistance.’

Case Study 4

The complainant contacted the TIO to complain about the handling of a billing complaint to their CSP (X).

The complainant reported that X had sent their bills to the incorrect address for some time.  After they contacted the complainant the bill was paid off in two instalments.  Later that year the complainants fixed phone was disconnected due to alleged non-payment of bills.  The complainant reported to X that they ‘had not received any more bills or warning letters.’  The complainant was told a letter would be sent to ‘the person responsible for the problem.’

The complainant reported ‘because I did not get any answers I contacted again several times, and the default department told me that they have sent a letter to the person who is responsible, and they also helped me to contact the person.  The person who was responsible was disappointed of me contacting the default department and I told her that it was unfair to disconnect phone without sending any bills and warning letter.  And I also told her to send for me copies of the bills so that I can pay, and I had no response for this.  Instead I had a threatening letter from the X lawyers.  I explained to the X lawyers the situation and they said they would write a letter to X with my request for copies of the bills.  Because I did not get any response I again called several times the X lawyers and they said the letter was sent to the company and there is nothing more they could do.’

Case Study 5

The complainant contacted the TIO about a billing complaint with their CSP (X).

The complainant reported that they had paid a monthly account over the Internet and had received a receipt.  The complainant stated that X was claiming to have not received the payment.  The complainant reported ‘apparently X are reluctantly conducting some sort of investigation but the timeframe for a resolution is extremely vague.  Furthermore threats have been made to suspend my service for non-payment’.

Case Study 6

Complainant did not receive a free month of service as advertised when they signed up with their CSP (X).  The complainant reported they ‘did send several emails to follow up (the original complaint), did send a fax as it is not possible to call through to the enquiries line (“We are currently experiencing a high number of enquiries ... and ask you to please call again later ...”) Did try numerous times to get through—not possible.  No answer to emails and fax.’

Case Study 7

The complainant contacted the TIO about the poor customer service of their CSP (X) in addressing a fixed line fault.

The complainant reported that ‘at 02:37 we were made aware of a problem with our home phone lines ... a call to X advised that there was a problem with a possible line cut in the area.  No further information was available despite queries in this regard.  I was advised that if I left my mobile number ... I would be contacted as information came to hand.  I specifically asked whether it could be ascertained whether this was specifically our line to the street or the area, due to a spate of burglaries at present.  As such my concern was whether this was targeted to a small area, but I was not able to elicit this information.’

The complainant reported that another service in their home was reliant on the phone line and that ‘it was in this regard that I requested to be contacted as soon as possible with an update on the timeframe expected for this to be rectified ... when I again contacted X ... I was informed by a lady that she had no further information and was unable to advise whether this would last a further day or month.  When asked if she could follow this up internally ... I was told that this was impossible ... since I did not have any alternatives which seemed viable and asked if there was anybody I would talk to about trying to obtain further information or to complain to, as I realised that this was not within her scope of responsibility.  I was advised that there is nobody within Telstra and I would simply have to call back periodically and wait ... I am currently six months pregnant, work from home ... and find that this was unacceptable ... their current set-up does not allow for affected people to be notified of the possible timeframe involved (in repairing faults).  I would like to have directed these grievances directly to X, but since I have been advised that this is not possible, this seems to be my only resort.’

Indicative case study – Consumers Federation of Australia

An 18 year old man with an intellectual disability (resulting, among other things, in the man not being able to read) entered into a mobile phone contract with a CSP as ‘guarantor’ for a 16 year old acquaintance.  The 18 year old already had purchased his own mobile phone with the same sales agent some months previously.  It would have been apparent to the sales agent, given the man’s disability, that he did not understand the nature of the documents he was asked to sign to facilitate the purchase of the phone for his younger acquaintance.  The man lost contact with the 16 year old, who fell behind in repayments.  The CSP sought to recover from the 18 year old.

The man and his mother contacted the CSP and sought to explain that the phone was his acquaintance’s and that in their view the CSP should be chasing the 16 year old.  The CSP replied that he had signed the contract and was therefore liable.  The man and his mother sought legal advice from Legal Aid.

The man’s advocate then sought to resolve the matter with the CSP as follows:

1. Telephone call to CSP via its 1300 number in order to identify the appropriate person with whom to discuss this dispute, at which time the advocate was advised to fax a request for information to a particular person (x) within the CSP’s financial services department.

2. Receipt of information from x at the CSP’s financial services department in response to faxed request.  Contrary to the request, the information did not include a full copy of the terms and conditions of the contract;

3. Telephone call in order to discuss further the dispute with the Financial Services Department, but no direct number was provided on covering letter.  Contacted financial service department via their 1300 number, and was put on hold for approximately 20 minutes. X was not available and, after re-explaining the nature of the dispute, told that only X could assist.  Left a message for X to call back.

4. X called back sometime later and ultimately advised after a lengthy telephone conversation that the financial services department did not have authority to investigate or resolve a dispute and that a letter should be written to another department within the CSP.

5. X would not give a telephone number of a person in the second department to speak with and insisted that a letter be written.

6. Letter written to that second department.

7. No response to letter for two months.

8. Phone call to the 1300 number to attempt to speak with someone in the department to whom the letter had been received.  Was put into the phone queue and waited for 20 minutes before hanging up without the call being answered by a CSP call centre operator.

9. Referred the matter to the TIO for investigation.

Appendix D: The Complaint Handling Code, summary of the ACA view

The primary objective of the Complaint Handling Code (ACIF C547:2001) is to ensure that telecommunications providers have complaint handling processes which will maintain and enhance customer satisfaction.  To achieve this, providers need to

· recognise, promote and protect customers’ rights;

· have efficient, fair and accessible mechanisms for handling complaints;

· provide information to the public about the complaint handling process; and

· monitor complaints to improve the quality of products and services.

(from Code Objectives set out in Clause 2.2)

During the second half of 2001, representations were made to the ACA suggesting that customers’ experience in making complaints and having them dealt with efficiently and fairly was so poor that either providers were not complying with the Complaint Handling Code, or the code was not effective, or both.  This view is based on TIO data, which showed a big jump in relevant complaints during the December quarter, on reports from consumer organisations, especially advocacy agencies taking action on behalf of aggrieved consumers, and on the ACA’s monitoring of compliance systems.

In particular, the following issues were identified:

· the difficulty customers experienced in making a complaint, either because calls were not answered or complainants were not permitted to proceed with their issue;

· responsiveness, that is, promised rectifications may not be done in a timely manner or at all;

· denial of escalation if, having made a complaint, the customer remained dissatisfied with the outcome and wanted to speak to a ‘manager’ or if the provider did not tell the complainant about further recourse to the TIO; and

· adequate record keeping of complaints, which is important both in case the customer rings back and so that the provider is able to learn from complaints data.

The ACA has investigated the complaint handling processes of eight providers referred by the TIO and makes the following findings:

· all providers either have the core elements of effective complaint handling systems in place or are developing those elements;

· considerable efforts are being made by those of the eight providers where there are high levels of concern about their performance against Complaint Handling Code provisions to improve their complaint handling performance;

· greatly reduced levels of complaint handling complaints against these providers to the TIO indicates that the strategies implemented by the CSPs are having a significant impact;

· there is no evidence of systemic or intentional breach of the code in denying people access to either initial complaint-making or to a point of escalated complaint handling;

· there is no evidence of systemic or intentional breach of the code in responding to or following up on complaints; and

· there is evidence that some providers are failing to record all complaints, and this is a breach of the code.

It is not clear to the ACA that a formal direction to the industry or to individual companies to record all complaints would necessarily lead to significantly improved outcomes for consumers.  Most providers in the investigation are already taking steps to improve the outcomes for their customers, and the ACA does not have information about other providers that could form a basis for a direction.

The ACA considers, however, that the industry must further consider its current complaint handling practices and the terms of the Code (which is due for review) to ensure that they are consistent with the Code’s stated objectives.  

The ACA has the following specific expectations with regard to industry compliance with this Code:

· no provider is to have internal policies which directly or indirectly lead to a reluctance to tell dissatisfied complainants about the TIO;

· all providers must ensure that systems and business practices deliver on commitments made to complainants; 

· providers must take steps to ensure that deeming complaints to have been resolved at the first contact does not prevent consumers from having their issue reconsidered if they choose; 

· all providers must have documented effective complaints handling processes, and trained staff;

· all providers must have in place effective internal complaints escalation processes; and

· all providers should be publicising their complaints processes to customers and staff, along with other rights and obligations.

The ACA has written to ACIF to outline concerns it has with the code that need to be considered at its upcoming review.  The major issues of concern include consideration of the appropriate definition of a ‘complaint’ and the associated reporting requirements and looking at the provisions for promoting awareness of the external avenues of recourse available to customers.

The ACA will be undertaking targeted monitoring of the complaint handling performance of the eight CSPs over the next few months with the assistance of the TIO and consumer representatives.  Evidence of increased levels of potential or confirmed breaches of the Complaint Handling Code will cause a re-assessment of the ACA view.  In particular, if there is a sharp increase in customer complaints to the TIO about a provider’s complaint handling procedures, the ACA will take prompt action.  The ACA will not hesitate to direct compliance with the code where breaches cause clear consumer detriment.
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