Document 4- Understanding Virtual Network Data
If a telephone service is provided through a single ‘stand alone’ contact centre all callers dialling the number associated with that service will be connected to this centre.  This is probably the case if you call your local town hall or a relatively small national service such as Companies House.    In these cases the performance and cost of the telephone service is determined by how well a single contact centre is managed and all costs and calls should be relatively easy to attribute to this call centre.  
However, it is increasingly common for services, particularly large national ones, to be provided through national virtual networks of contact centres which employ several thousand call agents to provide a service or set of services.  An incoming call to such a national network could in principle be answered by any one of several different call centres all of which would provide essentially the same service.  Although virtual networks can be efficient and flexible, they are also complex and require a different approach when capturing and analysing performance data.  
The Virtual Network 
In a networked service an incoming call is first connected to an automated system provided by a telecoms provider which holds the call on its network until it can connect it to one of the contact centres that are associated with the number dialled.  The automated system chooses the centre it connects the incoming call using a set of rules which will include: 

i) The number dialled, which should indicate the service desired by the caller. 

ii) Which centres are offering that service as not all centres will necessarily offer all services and in periods of high demand agents and call centres can be switched to the service with highest demand.   
iii) The current waiting time for each centre at the moment the call is received by the network so that workload can be spread.  

This is represented the figure below where a caller seeking service ‘A’ could potentially be connected to one of two call centres in the network and is in fact connected to an agent in contact centre 2 which offers this as one of two services.  The network is ‘virtual’ because it is created by the telecoms provider and can be changed at any time to add or remove contact centres from the network or change the way each centre is used.  In most virtual networks each agent is trained to offer two different services to allow this switching.  
Measuring Performance for a Network 
A networked system presents challenges for performance tracking as the cost and quality of the service will be determined by how all the elements perform as a network and the network can change at any time to deal with changes in demand.  Key questions to be answered relating to performance are: 
·  What overall quality of service are callers typically receiving.  
·  How well are individual call centres performing.  

· How well is the overall network being managed. 
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Interpreting Telephony Network Data 

The current Performance Management Framework was designed in collaboration with HMRC, DWP, DVLA and NHSDirect with support from Budd Consulting and the Professional Planning Forum.  It was designed as a high level analytical resource to allow comparison between centres in networks and allow network and centre managers to compare their performance with that of their peers in the public and private sectors.  
The framework has no league table or target values as it was not considered sensible to try to compare potentially dissimilar services.   Attempting to create a single league table that ranked them would therefore be misleading and of little value in performance improvement.  

However, the performance data set was designed to provide insights and to challenge call centres and networks to explain differences in their costs and performance and through doing this improve them.  It was intended that peer groups of contact centres would collaborate and attempt to agree benchmark standards for their services or contact centre types.  It was also intended that these peer groups would seek to compare their performance with appropriate service providers in the private sector.   It allows performance to be examined down to the level of individual contact centres and services or up to the level of whole networks.  
Network data is collected at two levels, that of the call centre and that of the ‘service’.  This is necessary as information such as the total number of incoming calls and abandoned calls to the service will not be held by individual centres, it will be held at the network level.  Similarly, information on sick absence, staff turnover, salaries and staff utilisation will be captured at call centre level.  
Understanding the Spread Sheets

The network PMF data held by the Cabinet Office is held in the form of a database containing performance data for five central Government service providers, DWP, HMRC, DVLA, NHSDirect and Consumer Direct.  The data set cannot be presented in a single data table and has been extracted in the form of one excel workbook per service provider.  Within these workbooks there is one work sheet per quarterly period with these periods following the financial year e.g. quarter one is the period January to March.  Each sheet contains two sets of data with different column headings, the upper set contains ‘service’ level data and the lower set contains information on individual centres.    
Service and Centre Level Data
Each contributor has been allowed to define a set of ‘services’ which correspond to one or more telephone numbers according to their business needs and priorities.  In principle each telephone number could be defined as a separate service, in practice organisations may choose to aggregate several together into groups of linked services.  

Consumer Direct is a relatively easy example as it offers one service ‘Consumer Direct’ through seven call centres.  The excel file relating to Consumer direct therefore has one row of ‘Service’ level performance data per quarter and seven of centre level data.  HMRC has chosen to group calls into three service areas delivered through nineteen call centres and so has three lines of service data and nineteen lines of centre level data.  In contrast DWP now reports the performance of thirty nine services through fifty three telephone contact centres.   
A full explanation of how the metrics were arrived at is given in the report “Performance Management Framework Refresh” of May 2009 a copy of which accompanies the data set.  [Documents 5(a) and (b)] 
It should also be noted that not all of the metrics recommended in this report have been introduced.  In particular the contacts per ‘x’ and cost per ‘x’ metrics have not been developed although individual departments are increasingly using analogous approached to link contact with outcome and improve delivery processes.  
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