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1 Foreword from the Chair of the Scrutiny Coordinating Committee        
Working Group   

 
Customers may forget what you said but they’ll never forget how you made them 
feel   

Maya Angelou 
Memoirist and Poet  

 
 
 
The Customer Enabling Service (CES) is often the first point of contact for many 
people when dealing with the Council. It is a direct connection between customers 
and the organisation, whether that is via telephone, email, online or face-to-face. 
That experience can directly influence customer satisfaction, their trust in the 
organisation and community perception of service delivery. Ensuring that this 
experience is positive and is right first time are cornerstone principles of the 
Customer Enabling Service.   
 
The working group has looked extensively at the Customer Enabling Service and 
have explored a range of themes and issues directly related to the operation and 
implementation of customer service practices across the organisation and City. It is 
positive to recognise that there is a lot of good work taking place and a sustained 
drive to improve customer service delivery be that through harnessing new 
technologies or continual assessment of working practices.   
 
On behalf of the working group, we hope that this report and the recommendations 
that we have suggested complement the work that is already taking place and adds 
further support to the provision of customer service across the Council.     
 
Finally, I would like to thank the members of the working group for their 
contributions and the officers who gave their time and expertise to help us see and 
understand the work that is taking place in this important service area.   
 
 
Cllr John Usher 
Chair of the Scrutiny Coordinating Committee Working Group 
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2 Introduction  
 
2.1 The Annual Scrutiny Workshop provided a variety of scrutiny issues for potential 

review during the coming year. The Scrutiny Coordinating Committee agreed to 
undertake a task and finish working group to look at the Council’s Customer 
Enabling Service (CES).     

 
3 Aim of the Review  
 
3.1 To provide an in-depth look at the Council’s Customer Enabling Service including 

how both digital and physical aspects of the service operates, deals with customers 
and the processes involved as well as identifying key challenges and opportunities 
in terms of developing the service. 

 
4 Terms of Reference  
 
4.1 The title of the review was agreed as ‘Customer Enabling Service’ and its terms of 

reference were agreed as: 
 

(a) To fully understand the role and operation of the Council’s Customer 
Enabling Service including experiences of frontline staff. 

 
(b)  To look at how both digital and physical ‘front doors’ operate and continue to 

develop to provide customer support including the processes involved in 
dealing with customers calls and requests. 

 
(c)  To consider the pressures, barriers and opportunities that exist in relation to 

the service; and 
 
(d)  To look at how performance is monitored and utilised across the Customer 

Enabling Service. 
 
5 Membership of the Working Group 
 
5.1 The membership of the Task and Finish Working Group was as follows:   
 

Cllr John Usher (Chair), Cllr Malcolm Bond, Cllr Tracy Dodds, Cllr Helen Glancy, 
Cllr Michael Hartnack, Cllr Antony Mullen and Cllr John Price.     

  
6 Methods of Investigation 
 
6.1 The approach to this work included a range of research methods namely:  
 

(a) Desktop Research;   
(b) Use of secondary research e.g. surveys, questionnaires;  
(c) Evidence presented by key stakeholders.  

 
6.2 Throughout the course of the review process the committee gathered evidence from 

a number of key witnesses including: 
 

(a) Wendy Anderson – Strategic Customer Service Enabling Lead  
(b) Emma Nicols – Senior Customer Enabling Services Manager 
(c) Liam Brown – CES Manager 
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(d) Nina English – CES Manager 
(e) Martin Armstrong – CES Manager 
(f) Julie Greener – CES Manager 
(g) Karen Cuthbertson – CES Manager 
(h) Philip Thompson – CES Manager 
(i) Andrea Sweeting – CES Manager 
(j) Karen Elstob – CES Manager 
(k) Jonathan Hall – CES Manager  
(l) Lisa Barker – CES Manager.  

   
6.3 Statements in this report are based on information from a variety of published 

sources and from individual witnesses.  No guarantees can be given as to the 
accuracy or completeness of such information.  Views and opinions expressed by 
individual witnesses may or may not be representative of the views of the majority 
but are worthy of consideration, nevertheless. 
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7 Findings of the Review 
 

Findings relate to the main themes raised during the committee’s investigations and 
evidence gathering.  

 
7.1 Customer Enabling Service – An Overview  
7.1.1 The Corporate Support Review that commenced in 2021 saw the formation of the 

Corporate Support Service in 2022 with the aim of creating a professional and 
flexible support function to meet the requirements of the organisation. This has 
since transitioned into the Customer Enabling Service which went live in September 
2023, through the amalgamation of the Corporate Support Service and the 
Customer Service Network.   

 
7.1.2 Sunderland City Council’s Customer Enabling Service (CES) is comprised of 

around 220 staff with 130 staff supporting back-office/transactional functions and 90 
front facing staff supporting telephony and face-to-face customer interactions. CES 
has 13 teams which are split into six front facing and seven back-office support 
teams. There are also 13 operational managers and one senior manager providing 
leadership across the service.  The service deals with on average over 8,000 calls 
per week. This covers a wide variety of service areas including environmental 
health, bereavement and registrar services, school admissions, blue badge 
scheme, parking permits and election enquiries. 

 
7.1.3 Front of house at City Hall is open from 8:30am-5:15pm (Monday to Thursday) and 

8:30am-4:45pm (Friday). This is for post, stationary, ID badge and record access 
collection and general enquiries. CES staff assist on average 400 customers per 
week via the meet and greet and assisted self-serve function within City Hall, 
including refuse, Streetscene and payment enquiries. The average customer 
satisfaction rate is currently running at 98%. 

 
7.1.4   At City Hall in the last 6 months CES have received and processed 8,834 pieces of 

physical mail, posted 20,257 physical pieces and digitally sent 221,703 pieces 
through the Council’s digital mail solution. CES has also sent 288 SMS/emails to 
customers since the service went live on 17th May 2024. 

 
7.1.5 The back-office function of CES also support a wide range of services across the 

Council including adult social care, council tax, payroll, pensions, housing and legal. 
This is generally through providing administrative and transactional functions to 
council services and departments via a centralised support service. CES have a 
number of joint working protocols with service areas where tasks & standards are 
agreed including how to escalate concerns or request changes to service delivery.  

 
 Roles and Responsibilities 
7.1.6 Transactional Payroll and Pensions within CES processed approximately 2,500 

requests relating to changes, new starters, leavers, claims, expenses, and 
timesheets. On average there were 1300 monthly payments processed equating to 
£24m.  It was acknowledged by Members that 81% of transactions were now digital. 
It was also noted that Sunderland Academies used the Council's payroll services 
through traded services agreements.   

 
7.1.7 The HR Administration, Occupational Health Unit and Recruitment functions within 

CES supports over 4,275 employees and 44 schools with storage and management 
of personnel records, DBS checks, contracts, and flexible working requests. The 
section also provides administration support for recruitment (manage advertising of 
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jobs, provide manager support, recruitment of agency workers and right to work 
checks). The occupational health support entails supporting clinicians through the 
maintenance of health records, scheduling appointments, tracking health 
surveillance requirements, and generating performance reports. The section also 
provides the administration checks for the car leasing scheme.   

 
7.1.8 The transactional finance team within CES deal with a number of administrative 

financial transactions including payment of all council and partner organisation 
invoices, approximately 10,500 per month, banking of approximately 400 cheques 
per month and over 2,000 payment allocation investigations conducted monthly.   

 
7.1.9 Front of House (Internal) is responsible for supporting internal customers through a 

variety of administrative functions including records management, post including 
scanning and digitising post, ID badges, Members’ agendas, confidential waste, 
travel passes and courier services to name a few.   

 
7.1.10 CES provide all the administrative support for Housing Allocations which includes 

maintaining the council’s housing register and processing around 400 housing 
applications per month. The section also shortlists and nominates applicants for 
council and other housing provider properties, as well as providing Gentoo with 
priority banding data to update their housing register.  It was highlighted that a lot of 
residents still see the Council as Gentoo and there remains some confusion around 
responsibilities between the Council, Gentoo, and other housing providers.   

 
7.1.11 CES deals with the administration of Council Tax Direct Debits where approximately 

275 Direct Debits per month are set up. The service also reviews and sets up 
around 1,200 Direct Debits per month following non-payments.   

 
7.1.12 CES provide all the administrative support for Bereavement Services and 

Registrars and deal primarily with the associated administration for births, deaths, 
and marriages. It was noted that the increased interest in family history had seen an 
increase in enquiries including requests for copies of birth, death, and marriage 
certificates.  

  
7.1.13 CES support Regulatory Services such as licensing support and environmental 

health and support minute taking across the organisation including Multi-Agency 
Problem Solving groups. CES are also fully responsible for land charges and 
personal searches. 

 
7.1.14 Directorate Support within CES is a centrally coordinated approach to 

administrative support dealing with Freedom of Information requests, MP enquiries, 
Health and Safety SharePoint sites, updates to schemes of delegation and 
processing subject access requests.  It was noted that backlogs existed in subject 
access requests due to the rise in level of demand (the national picture) as well as 
the requirements of legislation including GDPR. Collating and redacting of records 
was noted as complex and predominantly associated with children leaving care.  

 
7.1.15 CES support Adult Services by recording over 500 safeguarding referrals per month 

as well as validating and issuing direct payments to service users (£500k per 
month), residential care payments (£6 million per month) & community-based 
provider payments (£1.9 million per month).  The team also prepares documents for 
multi-agency meetings as well as minute taking duties for all safeguarding 
meetings.   
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7.1.16 External Front Door (telephony) provides support for residents, businesses, and 
partners through initial contact and ‘front door’ contact. There are approximately 
8,000 calls handled per week dealing with council tax, housing benefits, housing 
support, homelessness, planning and building control, waste and recycling, parking, 
licensing, pest control, environmental health, elections, Streetscene, Together for 
Children etc.  CES also support the 24-hour services which support lone workers, 
Telecare alarms, urgent adult and child social care, urgent homelessness and 
urgent Streetscene reports.   

 
7.1.17 Customer Satisfaction rates run at around 97% for external customers. Internally 

there are a number of joint working protocols which set standards and reporting 
processes for escalations and concerns, with CES Managers as named contacts for 
the relevant service areas.   

 
7.2 The Contact Centre 
7.2.1 As part of the review the working group visited the CES contact centre and back-

office function to witness the work undertaken and talk with staff to gain a better 
understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the CES function.  

 
7.2.2 Members visited the back-office function and noted that the CES was responsible 

for dealing with the Council’s mail including scanning and digitising post, Members 
correspondence and outgoing mail. It was further noted, by the working group, that 
there was an increasing drive to use digital mail solutions and move away from the 
more traditional physical mail options. This obviously provides a saving to the 
Council and all digital mail was handled by contractors based in Rugby, with 
physical mail being collected via Royal Mail from City Hall.  

 
7.2.3 Members also noted that the CES team that dealt with adult social care provided a 

service supporting social workers with monitoring and administration of care 
packages for clients. This illustrated to Members the importance of the CES back-
office function in providing administrative support to key services in the 
council. Staff were also trained to be able to pass calls on to other potential services 
by being able to identify and spot the links and triggers between common issues 
and council services. Members were also informed that staff operated with some 
script assistance for certain services e.g. refuse, while other services relied on staff 
expertise, experience and training.   

   
7.2.4 Members enquired about those customers without I.T. access or skills and it was 

reported that customers were always given the choice between online and physical 
access. Members were also informed that where possible the CES team were keen 
to move people to online access and self-serve but were also very aware that more 
traditional access routes were still required for those lacking in I.T. access, ability or 
confidence.  

 
7.2.5 It was noted that CES currently have some protected desk space at City Hall but do 

have to continually book further space to adhere to the minimum of 2 days per 
week. Due to the lower grades of the job positions in CES it is crucial that staff at 
these levels have the support from colleagues being near them. Further functions 
and resource are also due to transition into CES soon, therefore the overall 
requirements have been forwarded for consideration as City Hall accommodation is 
being reviewed corporately. Members felt that for such an integral customer 
focused service it would be beneficial to provide dedicated provision for the team. 
All CES staff must work a minimum of two days per week in the office, some staff 
work more due to either the function or staffs’ personal circumstances. All new staff 
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work in the office while training, which takes approximately 3 months.  CES staff 
also work in rotas on the reception area in City Hall as part of the CES role within 
the council.   

 
7.2.6 The working group also noted that staff were trained to deal with conflict and 

argumentative customers and how to potentially diffuse these types of situations. 
There were also coaching plans for staff that provided support and development. It 
was further acknowledged that following particularly difficult calls e.g. suicide, 
threats of violence etc, staff were able to take time out to discuss the call and their 
own wellbeing with their manager. All calls were recorded and kept for three 
months.   

 
7.3 The Physical and Digital Front Doors 
7.3.1 In terms of understanding the rationale behind the physical and digital front doors it 

was important to look at Sunderland Council’s operating model which illustrates the 
focus of service delivery and administration. This includes the promotion of self-
serve and assisted self-serve to customers, although CES representatives would 
still support those customers who do not want to use the self-serve functions 
available.   

 
 

 
Figure 1: Sunderland City Council Operating Model 

 
7.3.2. In relation to the operating model were the nine design principles to consider when 

designing procedures, systems, policies etc. which help to ensure that CES 
functions are tailored to provide the requisite service and outcomes for all its 
customers. It was also noted that CES looks to ensure that staff listen; are inclusive; 
provide choice, help and support; get it right first time; innovate and are 
collaborative in their working.   
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Figure 2: Nine Design Principles – Sunderland Operating Model 

 
7.3.3 It was also noted that in terms of how online, telephone and in-person requests 

were dealt with Members were informed that the CES manage and support 
customers in the most efficient manner possible in line with the Council’s operating 
model and following agreed processes with service areas. It was acknowledged that 
where possible enquires were resolved during initial contact. Also, where there was 
an online option, customers were encouraged to use these channels, but 
assistance was still available to those who required it.   

 
 Telephony 
7.3.4 During their investigation the working group enquired if the organisation was 

delivering customer excellence via the telephone service. It was noted that 
unanswered calls did come back to telephony but not back to the advocate who 
initially took the call. The call would be directed to the next available advocate. 
Warm transfers are encouraged if the customer is unsure who they need to speak 
to, so advocates attempt to contact service areas to check before a call is 
transferred. The service is also heavily reliant on having up-to-date service area 
and officer contact information, as out of date information can result in a poor 
customer experience with advocates struggling and taking unnecessary time 
searching for contact information. It is therefore important that staff and services 
ensure that their contact information remains current to help CES with customer 
queries. It was noted that employees were responsible for updating their own 
contact details on the council’s intranet.   

 
7.3.5 The working group also enquired on how call wait times were managed and it was 

reported to the group that live demand is monitored including call handling times, 
quality assessments, training, coaching, and mentoring, with resources deployed 
accordingly. CES also review previous demand spikes to identify trends and staffing 
levels as well as having an Impact Calendar which provides information on key 
cycles within the council e.g. annual billing, school admissions, garden waste, 
elections etc. It was also important to ensure timely training was provided in respect 
of changes due to legislation, policy, or procedure to provide the correct information 
to customers.   

 
7.3.6 It was also noted that CES fostered strong relationships with service areas to 

manage service peaks, changes, and improvements. Telephone lines will also 
advise customers of online options where applicable and online services can be 
accessed 24/7 at the customers convenience.  It was also stated that the average 
wait time across all services during the latest 12-month period was 3 minutes. The 
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queuing system for telephone calls also provided the caller with their position in the 
queue but not the estimated time for a response.   

 
7.3.7 This was further evidenced via a breakdown of the average wait times across each 

thematic group in December 2024 which showed:  
 

Thematic Group  Ave wait time   
Minutes/Seconds (Dec 24)  

Home & Money  3.31  

People  1.32  
TfC  0.35  

24/7 Services  1.24  
General Enquiries  0.27  

City & Neighbourhood   0.54  
Payment returned calls   0.27  

 
7.3.8 In terms of lost call data, it was acknowledged by the group that currently 88% of 

call were answered and of the 12% of lost calls, approximately 6.5% hung up within 
60 seconds of joining the queue.  Customers were also advised of service level 
expectations in order to reduce repeat calls and progress chasing.   

 
 In-Person at City Hall 
7.3.9 In terms of in-person visits at City Hall it was noted how important it was to be able 

to assess a customer’s needs and issues or receive documentation, offer advice & 
guidance or signpost to Council services or other tenants within City Hall e.g. 
Gentoo, DWP, College etc, facilitate appointments (planned & unplanned) and 
provide digital assistance.   

 
7.3.10 In terms of the customer offering and experience in City Hall Members were 

interested to know how this had improved moving away from the more traditional 
reception desk/area to floorwalkers. In response CES representatives highlighted 
that this approach had reduced long queues in City Hall and customers were able to 
be triaged quickly. It was also noted that floorwalkers are more reactive and the 
removal of the desk as a barrier makes the initial contact within City Hall more 
personable. Self-Serve computer terminals are also easily accessible for customers 
who want to use online services and assistance is available if required.   

 
7.3.11 In discussing first impressions and the entrance area Members highlighted the 

issue of floorwalkers and security in City Hall. The importance of creating the right 
first impression was noted, and it was reported that it was sometimes not clear who 
is a member of CES staff and who is security. It was acknowledged that it was 
important to have a security staff presence but in a more low-key fashion. Clearly it 
remains important to strike the right balance and ensure the experience was 
positive and safe for both the customer and the employee.   

 
7.3.12 Members also commented on the location and lack of privacy of the telephone 

booths in City Hall which could be an issue for some customer enquiries, 
particularly those of a personal or confidential nature.  

 
7.3.13 The dual entrances to City Hall can also cause confusion for those unfamiliar with 

the layout, and if floorwalkers are busy, it may not always be obvious where 
customers should go. Members noted that it might be beneficial to utilise prominent 
digital screens to inform people where and when meetings are taking place which 
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could help with the flow in and around the building. On balance though, it was 
agreed that the positives outweighed the negatives in terms of the Council’s 
approach to the entrance areas.   

  
 Digital and Self-Serve Solutions 
7.3.14 In discussing the move to more digital and self-serve solutions it was reported that 

this was managed in line with the Council’s operating model, the design principles 
as well as being endorsed by the Transformation Project Team, the Digital Team, 
and any Future Council planning. CES continues to work with service areas to 
implement and improve online services and drive forward the operating model.   

  
7.3.15 It was also acknowledged that there were frustrations from some customers that 

there was not a wider online service offering. Some online services are currently 
used 24 hours a day (e.g. school admissions, garden waste, booking birth 
registrations, marriage enquires), and it was reiterated that although customers are 
encouraged to use online services there still remains an offer choice to those who 
don’t want to use this channel.  It remains important to ensure that all customers 
can access council services and that there remains reporting channels and access 
for those customers who for one reason or another refuse to use the digital services 
provided.  

 
7.3.16 Usage of online forms vs telephony contact is monitored in line with KPIs and is 

currently as follows:    
 

Online 55%   
Phone 44%   
Face-to-Face 1%  

 
7.4 The Challenges, Barriers and Benefits 
 

Internal Customer Expectations  
7.4.1 The group noted that in terms of internal customer expectations the regular 

relationship meetings held with service areas provided an opportunity to form and 
develop an ongoing rapport to support the identification and resolution to any issues 
or areas of concern. The CES also has key points of contact within all service areas 
alongside already established joint working protocols which provided with CES 
contact details and escalation protocols. It was reported that the joint working 
protocols worked well and were a more flexible working arrangement than formal 
service level agreements.   

  
7.4.2 It was also highlighted how important it was to encourage collaborative working as 

CES very much see themselves as the voice of the customer. Putting themselves in 
the customers shoes and having the opportunity to contribute any potential 
customer concerns, ensures that any service area redesign fully considers the 
customer experience.  

 
External Customer Expectations  

7.4.3 In terms of external customers, the group were provided with examples around the 
housing market and the current buoyancy in the market due to stamp duty or from 
housing providers requiring assurance of their housing stock for financial purposes, 
all of which provides a greater influx of work. As CES are fully responsible for land 
searches and charges, closer management and monitoring of resources is 
necessary to ensure demand is accommodated. Similarly in paying invoices, the 
team works closely with both internal customers and external suppliers ensuring 
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invoices are correct & paid in a timely manner. It was also noted that these 
examples are of crucial transactional services for both residents and businesses. 
More importantly should the Council not deliver such functions in a timely and 
efficient manner could possibly result in reputational concern for the Council.   

 
7.4.4 It was highlighted during the working group sessions that certain service areas had 

differing contact hours than that of the Council due to the nature of the work and 
services provided. This on occasion, could be a challenge in appeasing residents 
who cannot contact key service areas during core office hours. It was noted that 
procedures were in place after certain times of the day where CES refer urgent 
issues to out of hours for particular services. Non urgent queries were either 
forwarded on via Goss forms or email or held over to the following day depending 
on the nature of the issue.   

 
7.4.5 The working group also queried the lack of detail and history on complaints reported 

by Members or the public using the Report It tool. Members felt that this was unfit 
for purpose and that there needed to be clearer information and the ability to follow 
the progress of reported issues. It was also important that Members and the public 
could access a history of reported cases and that links to cases were removed once 
the case was closed. This would be useful for Members in providing feedback on 
reported issues which could be relayed back to residents. There were also 
concerns about cases being closed early. CES advised they would raise these 
concerns with Learning & Development to see if further training could be offered or 
communication could be issued on the internal hub.   

 
7.5 Staff: Recruitment and Retention  
7.5.1 It was acknowledged that CES was a feeder service for the organisation, providing 

a holistic induction into how the Council operates. Also, training, and mentoring 
programmes within the service were identified as a positive in assisting career 
progression within the Council. Fundamentally the service provided clear processes 
and procedures that ensured continuity and staff remained consistent on what was 
expected of them including expectations around service standards.   

  
7.5.2 Conversely it was also noted that constant training can put a strain on delivering the 

core functions of the service and staff turnover can also impact on this too. Despite 
operational pressures within CES due to career progression within the Council, it 
can also provide valuable contacts as staff move into job roles in other 
departments.  

  
7.5.3 Ultimately recruitment and retention can be difficult due to the lower grades of the 

job positions in CES, meaning it is very much an entry level way into the Council 
and future career opportunities.   

 
7.6 Barriers to Service Delivery  
7.6.1 Members recognised the positive attitude of the team in stating that there were no 

real barriers to service delivery as we are one Council. As already mentioned, the 
CES team saw themselves as acting as the voice for the customer and 
acknowledged that collaborative working was invaluable to improve service 
delivery, and with that communication both from top down and bottom up was 
crucial.   

   
7.6.2 This was highlighted to the working group through the work that is undertaken 

between departments, service areas and CES in informing and scheduling the 
teams impact calendar, which was a vital tool in managing increased customer 
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contact and demand. This enabled CES to plan and align resources effectively to 
meet the increased demand at certain periods within the year. It was noted that 
following the delivery of the annual Council Tax demand to households across 
Sunderland the service would experience a surge in calls leading to longer wait 
times and frustrated customers. It was stated that during this busy period all new 
staff members would be in City Hall to learn and support the service.   

   
7.6.3 The service also works collaboratively with a variety of service areas to ensure CES 

staff are trained and prepared to deal with new legislation or new procedures in an 
effective and timely manner. Although it was recognised that failings around this 
can often be out of the service and Council’s control. Members were informed that 
outgoing correspondence is audited to check that the correct contact details are 
provided and CES do work with service areas to ensure that clear and concise 
information is provided for customers.   

   
7.6.4 Post-pandemic has seen a rise in agile working across the UK and the Council is no 

exception with more people working in an agile manner than previously. The CES 
team monitor carefully agile working arrangements to ensure it does not impact on 
customer contact be that via phone or in-person at City Hall as well as other areas 
of transactional service delivery. Members did raise the perceptions from the 
general public of staff working from home and the impact of this on the service. 
Members were assured that both working from home and working in the office did 
not impact on customer contact. Members were also informed that staff output and 
quality is monitored and should there be any concerns around this or around home 
working then staff would be office based, however this would be judged on a case -
by-case basis.  

 
7.7 Customer Language and Cultural Barriers      
7.7.1 The diverse make-up of the city’s population through overseas students at 

Sunderland University and other families settling from Ukraine and Afghanistan etc. 
can result in an increase in demand for translation services. It was acknowledged 
that usage of interpreter services had risen over the last few years as CES deals 
with more customers who have English as a second language. As local authorities 
use the same services in this area there are often difficulties in getting hold of a 
suitable interpreter and the team were currently exploring the use of new 
technologies to alleviate this situation e.g. Google Translate.  

 
7.8 Dealing with Frustrated Customers 
7.8.1 Dealing with frustrated customers is part and parcel of all customer service 

functions and being that first point of contact oftens means staff face the ire of 
customers for a variety of reasons and circumstances. CES analysis has 
highlighted that customer frustrations are usually due to one of the following main 
issues:   
- customers do not qualify for something   
- customers are frustrated with timescales for responses    
- when, on occasion, customers are unable to speak directly to the service.  
 

7.8.2 CES staff are trained to deal with frustrated and/or vulnerable customers and the 
aim is always to deal with customers at the first point of contact and get it right first 
time. Members noted the importance of staff listening to customers and importantly 
showing empathy to their situation. Members were also informed that when required 
staff could access the MyContact list or the barring list for City Hall for the more 
extreme cases of behaviour.   
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7.8.3 During discussions it was recognised that customer expectations and behaviour 
had changed through a variety of external factors linked to post-covid attitudes and 
the cost-of-living crisis, it was very much a case of wanting action or resolution 
instantly and for staff it was about managing this expectation against the realities of 
any given situation.   

  
7.8.4 Importantly CES staff have shadowed colleagues and functions in other service 

areas to gain a better understanding and appreciation of service demands, 
pressures, and ways of working, which enables staff to provide a more informed 
response to customer queries. The same offer is given to service areas to visit CES 
both back-office transactional service delivery and the telephony service to 
understand the impact their service has on CES liaising with customers and 
businesses. There seems to be a two-way dialogue of learning and understanding 
between CES staff and service areas within the Council which can only help to 
improve service performance and customer satisfaction. This is perhaps an 
opportunity that could also be extended to elected Members, providing an insight 
into CES operations that can assist when dealing with constituents’ queries and 
potential frustrations around contacting the Council.  

 
7.9 Policies and Procedures 
7.9.1 Members queried if policies and procedures created barriers or inflexibilities for the 

CES. It was noted that in terms of crisis support this can sometimes be the case 
where the customer feels they have a need, but CES staff must follow agreed 
processes and protocols, and this can lead to frustration on both sides. However, in 
the majority of cases, having clear policies and procedures from service areas 
ensures a consistent approach from staff.  

 
7.9.2 Protocols work best when there is inbuilt flexibility for CES to resolve problems at 

the first opportunity and the team are empowered to do this as much as possible. 
Importantly CES can escalate any queries to the relevant service area for review or 
reconsideration and Members noted that regular relationship meetings with service 
areas were crucial to ensure that the voice of the customer was heard.   

 
7.10 Tools and Technology 
7.10.1 In terms of having the right equipment and technology it was noted that CES felt 

that they did, as well as the ability to seek improvements when necessary. CES 
continue to review the allocation of resources to ensure that they have the right 
people in the right place at the right time. Work also continues with service areas 
and the digital team to deliver the smartest end-to-end customer journeys including 
further digital integration which will assist customers who wish to use it more.   

  
7.10.2 Members had previously discussed utilising screens at City Hall to show the daily 

schedule of events that can help to signpost guests to the relevant area and free up 
floor walkers for other issues and queries. Members agreed it would be positive to 
take this forward and would support this initiative through this report.   

 
7.10.3 The development and use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a fast-growing technology 

that has potential over the long term as an extremely powerful resource. It was 
acknowledged that the team had started to explore the possibilities of AI as a way 
to deal with the more straightforward queries and tasks freeing up staff for the more 
complex issues. Although this was still in the very early stages and would be an 
ongoing journey in terms of development and the potential implementation into a 
live service delivery model.   
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7.11 Customer Enabling Service – Key Challenges 
7.11.1 Members provided an opportunity for CES staff to highlight and key challenges they 

felt would be useful to consider as part of this task and finish working group. The 
CES highlighted the simple increase in demand for services across the Council as a 
key challenge including ensuring that resources were in the right place which 
emphasised the importance of collaborative working, the impact calendar, up-to-
date contact details and good intelligence generally.   

  
7.11.2 CES officers also highlighted outside factors including continuous Royal Mail 

increases in postage costs and how this cost is managed by CES centrally and 
supported by Finance.  Postage costs are to increase again by 14% in March 25 
therefore a priority for CES is to continue to transition the way the Council sends 
mail by using new digital technology that the Council has invested in. The Council, 
TfC and SCAS can now send mail via secure text or email at a fraction of the cost. 
Members agreed that it was important that CES held service areas to account over 
unnecessary mail expenses and continue to monitor mail usage and costs. 
Importantly where possible look to reduce expenses through working with service 
areas to educate and plan accordingly, as well as considering the cultural change 
driving the digital agenda with email and text messaging alternatives.   

  
7.12 Performance Management and Customer Feedback 
 
 Residents Customer Satisfaction 
7.12.1 The CES are clearly committed to gathering and learning from customer feedback 

and satisfaction rates. Members noted the use of satisfaction surveys that asked 
residents a number of key questions aligned to performance, customer experience 
and satisfaction. These questions were: 

• Did we help you quickly? 
• Were we courteous & professional? 
• Did we listen to you? 
• Did we meet your needs? 
• Was your enquiry resolved at the first point of contact? 

 
7.12.2 Each advocate looks to ask approximately 20 residents per month if they are 

interested in providing feedback on the service via email. It was done this way to 
make it as easy as possible for residents to provide their feedback. It was reported 
to the working group that over the past 12 months over 8,000 surveys have been 
issued with a response rate of 26%. The group noted that of those residents who 
responded to the survey, 86% reported that their enquiry was resolved at the first 
point of contact.  

 
Internal Customer Satisfaction 

7.12.3 Gauging internal customer satisfaction was provided through the regular 
relationship meetings, which have already been highlighted in the report, that are 
held with colleagues from each service area. Members also recognised that 
relationship meetings afforded the opportunity for CES to provide customer 
feedback to service areas, for further discussion aimed at service improvement. 
Also, the Joint Working Protocols a further avenue to highlight any dissatisfaction 
with service delivery or where urgent review was required. This also provided an 
opportunity for positive feedback where the service felt that recognition should be 
acknowledged.  

 
 Call Data and Performance 
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7.12.4 With over 8,000 calls being taken each week call data and performance analysis is 
critical to the overall effective functioning of the service. It was reported that the 
average speed of answer, for the last 12 months was 3 minutes 27 seconds. Call 
volumes were monitored using BT dashboards and this enabled the adjustment of 
staff resources to any areas with a pressing need.  CES also regularly monitored 
thematic group average handling times and staffing levels to enable identification of 
service improvements and maintain a balance across the teams. Importantly it was 
noted that key performance indicators revolved around the percentage of calls 
answered rather than time taken to answer calls. 
 

7.12.5 CES managers also have the ability to listen in on any calls in terms of quality 
checks for CES advocates as well as being able to monitor average call handling 
times. Any performance issues would be discussed during one to ones where any 
training requirements or support measures would also be identified.  

 
 

Complaints and Compliments 
7.12.6 Complaints and compliments can come into the service via a variety of mediums 

including online, email, telephone, in person or in writing and recorded centrally. It 
was reported that compliments were shared with the relevant staff and any best 
practice activity would be embedded into CES processes across the wider team, 
which illustrated the constant evolution of the service. Complaints are allocated to 
the relevant manager for review and priority is given to prompt resolution. Individual 
performance is monitored through risk-based channels including system 
reports, quality checks (call quality, volume or value of errors or reputational 
impact). Members acknowledged that where staff development was required due to 
the outcome of a complaint this would be scheduled immediately.   
 

7.12.7 importantly using these examples of best practice and staff development in training 
and group sessions can be beneficial in receiving feedback from the whole team. 
This can clearly be a positive in developing solutions to problems through tapping 
into the knowledge of the team as a whole and providing that collaborative 
approach to involving staff and valuing their input.  

  
8 Conclusions 
 
 The Committee made the following overall conclusions: -     
 
8.1 The way many people do business and communicate has changed and continues 

to develop rapidly. People use cash less and are paying more by electronic means, 
people also go to the shops less and online sales continue to increase, while email 
has replaced the letter as the modern form of communication. Contact with an 
organisation is often through digital means rather than through more traditional 
methods of phone calls or visiting in person. 

 
 8.2 Sunderland City Council, like many other councils, has increased the number of its 

services available online, and this digital move is set to continue. Most people find it 
more convenient to get information or to access services in this way. For those who 
find this difficult, it remains important to provide help to support the online transition, 
and where this isn’t possible, to continue to provide support to ensure all customers 
are able to access the services provided by the Council. 

 
8.3 Conversely as the online offer continues to grow and develop with greater digital 

tools at the customers disposal it is important to ensure that customers are fully 
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aware of the Council’s online offer for access to services. The use of social media 
and other tried and trusted communication mediums should be considered to 
promote new online offers as well as emphasising the online offers already 
available.   

 
8.4 The Customer Enabling Service are the front door of the Council if you walk in off 

the street or pick up the telephone the chances are you will initially be dealing with 
one of the CES advocates. With an average of 8,000 calls handled per week it was 
interesting to note that there was limited allocated areas for the team within City 
Hall. Members recognised that for this customer focused service that it might prove 
beneficial to consider the potential for some further dedicated provision for the 
team.  

 
8.5 While the working group acknowledges that CES staff can answer a range of 

queries across the whole spectrum of council services it clearly also relies 
significantly on direct contact with directorates, departments and service areas to 
deal with a variety of issues. It remains essential that contact information for CES 
staff remains current, as out of date information can result in poor customer 
experience with advocates struggling or taking unnecessary time searching for the 
correct contact information.  

 
8.6 The telephone service provided by CES remains an important way in which 

customers get in contact with the Council with an average 8,000 calls per week. It 
was clear from the evidence gathered that CES look to ensure that customers 
receive a good experience and continually monitor a number of aspects of the 
telephony service including data around unanswered calls, call wait times and lost 
calls. It is important that the service continues to strive for and deliver on customer 
excellence in this area and therefore continue to monitor and analysis call data 
metrics.  

 
8.7 City Hall is a modern building that aims to provide a professional and positive 

customer experience for all who visit on a daily basis. The traditional reception desk 
has been removed and replaced by customer service advocates who act as 
floorwalkers to greet and assist residents, visitors and professionals as they enter 
the building. Creating that right first impression is often so important to that positive 
customer experience and Members recognised that sometimes it is difficult to 
differentiate between trained CES staff and security staff. Security and safety 
should remain an important aspect of City Hall while striking the right balance 
between that and the positive customer experience.  

 
8.8 The main reception floor in City Hall has a number of telephone booths for the use 

of customers and the public providing a means of contact with various council 
departments to discuss issues and queries. Members recognised that the booths 
lacked a degree of privacy which could be an issue for those queries of a more 
personal or confidential nature and that it would be useful to explore options for 
providing more privacy at these locations in City Hall.   

 
8.9 City Hall is a busy and vibrant building that houses many council departments as 

well as the Department of Work and Pensions and Gentoo Housing, meaning that 
people are moving throughout the building on a daily basis. City Hall has dual 
entrances to further enhance that free flow of movement and can result in visitors 
not being greeted by floorwalkers and also if the floorwalkers are busy, it may not 
always be clear where customers or visitors should go. Members highlighted that 
utilising prominent digital screens within City Hall to provide information on the 
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business of the day and where and when meetings were taking place could help 
with the flow in and around the building.  

 
8.10 Reporting issues and having clear audit trails on those reported issues is important 

for both the customer journey and also Elected Members who often report on behalf 
of their constituents. To have a fully functioning system with the ability to interrogate 
it comprehensively would help staff, members and improve the customer 
experience and journey. It would also be a useful tool in respect of complementing 
performance management metrics across a number of services. These concerns 
should be raised with the Learning and Development Team.     

 
8.11 Members on the working group had the opportunity to visit the CES contact centre 

and back-office functions to gain a better understanding of how the service 
functioned. Members were able to listen in on calls, see how the team dealt with 
queries and talk with CES staff about their roles and responsibilities. Members felt 
this was extremely useful and provided a better understanding of how calls and 
requests were handled. This could prove to be a useful opportunity for all Members 
to undertake and should be considered as part of induction packages and ongoing 
training for Elected Members.  

 
8.12 The importance of considering the customer experience and how this provides a 

critical role in the success and reputation of the Council cannot be understated. It 
can be easy to overlook the importance of customer service, but it is crucial for 
providing reliable services and responding to customer needs and queries. It is 
evident from the work conducted by the Scrutiny Coordinating Committee working 
group that the CES function is proactive in its approach to customer service delivery 
and is continually looking to innovate and improve the customer experience, as well 
as learning from customer feedback. With CES interacting with every facet of 
council services CES staff also recognise the importance of collaboration and 
working together as One Council to achieve on service delivery. Finally, it is worth 
noting that the service very much stands by the mantra that it is the voice of the 
customer.  

 
 
9 Recommendations 
 
9.1 The Scrutiny Coordinating Committee has taken evidence from a variety of sources 

to assist in the formulation of a balanced range of recommendations. The 
Committee’s recommendations to Cabinet are: - 

 
a) To ensure that the Customer Enabling Service remains, at the point of contact, 

inclusive to all its customers by continuing to provide access to services for those 
customers unable or unwilling to access via online and digital means.   

 
b) To also continue to promote all new and existing online and digital services across 

the Council’s communication channels to ensure that as many customers and 
potential customers are aware of the Council’s online and digital offers.   

 
c) That consideration is given to the provision, within in City Hall, of further dedicated 

provision for the Customer Enabling Service Team.    
 
d) That all service areas are regularly reminded to ensure that contact information 

provided to the Customer Enabling Service is correct and up to date.   
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e) That call data performance continues to be analysed and monitored to deliver on 
both customer experience and satisfaction in relation to the council’s telephone 
service.  

 
f) That security staff maintain a low-key presence in the City Hall reception area to 

ensure that Customer Service Floorwalkers are prominent and easily identifiable by 
customers coming into City Hall.    

 
g) That options for enhancing the privacy of the telephone booths in City Hall is given 

consideration to improve confidentiality for customers using this facility.   
 
h) To explore the possibilities of utilising prominent digital screens within City Hall to 

display the meetings and events taking place in the building each day to improve 
the flow around the building.    

 
i) That the concerns and issues raised, in this report, by Members in relation to the 

Report It tool are considered and addressed by the Learning and Development 
Team.    

 
j) That all Elected Members of the Council have the opportunity to visit the Customer 

Enabling Service Contact Centre and back-office function to gain a better 
understanding of the role of the Customer Enabling Service and this is incorporated 
into induction and ongoing training programmes.      

 
10. Acknowledgements 
 
10.1 The Committee is grateful to all those who have presented evidence during the 

course of our review, and would like to place on record our appreciation, in 
particular of the willingness and co-operation we have received from 
representatives of the Customer Enabling Service.  

 
11.  Glossary of Terms 
 
  BT   British Telecom 

CES   Customer Enabling Service 
  DBS Checks  Disclosure and Barring Service Checks 
  DWP   Department of Work and Pensions 
  GDPR   General Data Protection Regulation 
  GOSS Forms Provides effective online website forms  
   ID Badge  Identification Badge 
  SCAS   Sunderland Care and Support 
  TfC   Together for Children 
 
12. Background Papers 
 
12.1 The following background papers were consulted or referred to in the   

 preparation of this report: 
 

 Optimising the Customer Experience. Local Government Report No.2. Change 
Associates  

 
Revoultionising Local Government Customer Services. Jason Roos. LocalGov. 
February 2023 
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