Document 2- Limitations of the PMF Data

Objectives
The objective of the Performance Management Framework is to improve the performance of publicly funded telephone contact centres by capturing, sharing and comparing performance data.   
In achieving this objective there has been a desire to keep the reporting burden and cost to a minimum and allow the users of the system to focus effort and resources on areas that would yield greatest performance improvements.  Reporting has therefore been done on a best endeavours basis wherever possible using existing data.  It is recognised that the PMF performance metrics vary in their accuracy depending on what is currently reported by users as part of their existing management systems.   
Accuracy
While noting that the PMF data varies in its accuracy it should also be noted that in many cases performance data does not have to be measured to extreme degrees of accuracy to identify performance problems and drive improvement.  If the data is accurate enough to identify a potential problem then it is fit for purpose in improving performance and driving change.  
Comparability

All telephone contact is not the same and differences in the type of contact and services provided must be considered when assessing performance and cost.  
An information line for refuse collection might be delivered using agents with relatively low levels of skills and training.  If a caller fails to get through or is given incorrect advice it is not critical, therefore lower standards for availability and quality may be acceptable if they result in lower costs.   

However, for services such as NHSDirect or the 999 emergency number availability of service and quality of advice are critical.  In the case of these services maintaining minimum service standards of quality and availability are non negotiable and result in inherently higher costs.  

In order to arrive at meaningful performance comparisons it is therefore necessary to compare like with like.  The PMF question sets seeks to achieve this by collecting information regarding the type of call centre reporting such as its ‘owner’, size and the type of services offered in order to help do this.  However, it remains difficult to make judgements on the absolute performance of individual contact centres as this requires deeper analysis and discussion with the centres involved.  
Even within what looks like a comparable group such as ‘Local Authorities’ there can be big differences in how they deliver services.  If a Local Authority contact centre deals only with routine information requests and passes more complex requests to a ‘back office’ team it may report short calls and low training and salary costs.  If a similar Authority deals with most requests, including complex service requests such as benefits and social care directly through the call centre agents it will be more expensive as a call centre, but may overall be a cheaper way of delivering these services as no ‘back office’ is required.  
The approach taken in driving change has therefore been to calculate highest, lowest and mean performance values and position individual contributors against these for their peer groups.  The system also allows Local Authority contributors to choose specific peer groups based on size, type, service or location to compare themselves against organisation they feel best match them.  This does not create a league table, but does challenge contributors to understand and to explain why they are not achieving the same levels of performance as the best of their peers.  
It should also be noted that comparability is often most difficult for small contact centres where staff may engage in useful tasks in addition to providing a telephone service.  In these situations staff may also be dealing with face to face enquiries and case processing work that may not be easy to separate from the telephony work.  
Context in Delivery Processes
Citizens contact government to achieve some end purpose and so to judge the value of the telephone contact it is necessary to judge how the telephone contact helps achieve this ‘purpose’.  Even if telephone contact is provided at very low cost it is a waste of public money if it achieves no useful outcome.  This means that there is a need to understand how telephone contact is being used to deliver public services and how it fits into delivery processes.  
Having lots of very short cheap phone calls is not necessarily indicative of an efficient or effective service if the caller does not achieve what they wanted and has to repeatedly call back or is primarily calling to report failure or dissatisfaction.  
Similarly, reducing overall telephone contact is not necessarily desirable if it forces people to visit face to face centres or use letters which are likely to be more expensive and less convenient.  
If the cost of calls is dealt with in isolation and on the basis of cost per contact minute or cost per call alone it can create perverse incentives to generate more calls and higher overall costs.  However, this can be avoided by considering the cost of telephone contact as part of the overall cost of delivering services.  

Statistical Significance

The majority of central government contact centres now report via the PMF, including the five largest providers of telephone contact, DWP, HMRC, NHSDirect, DVLA and Consumer Direct and so these data sets represent a statistically significant sample.  However, it should also be noted that participation in this exercise is voluntary for all other public sector participants.   The data samples cannot therefore be said to be a statistically significant sample for any of these other groups such as Local Authorities housing associations or the emergency services.  
However, as stated above the objective of this work has not been to obtain highly accurate data, it has been to drive performance improvement.  Even if sample groups are relatively small, differences in performance are usually apparent and these can aid all participants identifying peers that are delivering higher performance.  This in turn is intended to offer the potential for peer to peer work at individual centre level to identify how this performance is being achieved and support improvements.  
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