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In a number of cases, a mixture of ICT and 
manual recording has been required.

For example, Wigan Metropolitan Borough 
Council amended its telephone management 
system to have a pop-up screen appear as 
each call ends. The customer advisor is asked 
to state whether the call was avoidable or 
unavoidable and to give a reason for the 
failure. 

5

figure 3
Wigan Council 
using its 
telephony 
system to log 
avoidable 
contact

step 2: 
The advisor is then prompted to ‘Select Call 
Activity’. This is where they specify whether it 
is avoidable contact or not. If it is, the advisor 

selects the category of avoidable contact e.g. 
progress chasing, mid-call transfer etc. At the 
end of the pilot a report was produced on 
these categories.

step 1: 
The advisor captures the customer’s details 
and requirements.
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Note that in Wigan Metropolitan Borough 
Council’s face-to-face facilities, customer 
service advisors complete a pro-forma. This 
may also be necessary where the systems 
do not cover the complete list of services 
required.

In contrast, at the London Borough of 
Southwark, a council tax specialist reviewed a 
sample of closed calls from their CRM system 
after the event. The calls were extracted from 
completed enquiries and a specialist then 
analysed the details of notes for the causes of 
the call. 

A number of local authorities have informed 
us that they are having discussions with their 
CRM systems suppliers, including in their user 
groups, to look at how adaptations might be 
made to enable the recording of avoidable 
contact. If you are not directly involved in 
these groups, you should ensure that your 
colleagues in ICT are fully briefed about your 
council’s requirements.

Discussions around NI 14 may also prove a 
useful prompt to deciding priorities where 
there is a programme underway in your 
authority to integrate your CRM system more 
closely with back-office systems.

Esd-toolkit will enable local 
authorities to upload data 
automatically (directly from 
CRM or via CSV files) for later 
analyses. Categories to be 
available for data collection 
include:
•	 service (LGSL)
•	 channel
•	 cause of avoidable contact
•	 �customer ID (e.g. postcode, 

household, name)
•	 �time log (date/time)

This data will then be 
automatically collated and 
reported and will be available 
via esd-toolkit for further 
analyses by local authorities (e.g. 
customer segmentation/profiling 
by cause of avoidable contact) 
including for useful comparisons 
to be made between councils.
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manual recording of  
avoidable contact
Not every local authority has ICT systems to 
record avoidable contact across all of the 
service areas outlined in NI 14 or across all the 
different contact mechanisms, including post; 
therefore, they will need to log avoidable 
contact manually. 

Manual sampling requires an investment of 
time and attention from both management 
and staff. The recommended processes are 
essentially the same as logging contact as 
avoidable or unavoidable on a screen, but, 
being paper based, they will result in a need 
to ensure that staff remember to record the 
data and to collate and compile the results. 

Again, staff will need clear guidance and 
training and it might be helpful to provide a 
proforma to assist in both the collection and 
the analysis of the data. The London Borough 
of Haringey has developed such a proforma 
and this is included for consideration.

5

figure 4
London 
Borough of 
Haringey:  
proforma for 
data collection
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collecting data

The London Borough of Bromley has 
developed the following pro forma, which 
includes notes on the cause of the avoidable 
contact.

46

5

figure 5
London 
Borough of 
Bromley:  
proforma for 
data collection

service

location

date / time(s)

officer

avoidable? reason number notes/eg’s

yes a. �the customer 
is seeking 
unnecessary 
clarification: 

b. �the contact is 
caused by poor 
signposting or poor 
call transfer to 
council services

c. �there is repeat 
contact with the 
customer/provision 
of information

d. progress chasing

e. �premature closure 
of a previous 
contact

no n n/a
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sampling methodologies
The objective of collecting avoidable contact 
data is to drive service improvements. To do 
this, local authorities need to ensure that:

•	 �the size of the sample is statistically credible

•	 �the sampling period is representative, in 
other words reflects variation such as peaks 
and troughs and seasonality

•	 �the data is reported according to the way 
it was recorded, for example structured by 
service and channel. 

sampling size
Regarding sample size, the exact figure 
depends on the total number of contacts a 
council receives, the level of confidence it 
requires and the margin for error it deems 
acceptable. However, good practice would 
be a sample size of 1,067, which gives a 
confidence level of 95 per cent and an 
acceptable margin of error of three per cent.

At a bare minimum a local authority should 
be reporting avoidable contact based on 
a sample of 1,067 contacts to the council. 
However, to provide a credible evidence base 
for service improvement, sample sizes should 
be set on a service-by service basis. A rough 
guide to these sample sizes (all for 95 per 
cent confidence and three per cent error) can 
be found at www.idea.gov.uk/ni14guidance

Increasing the acceptable margin of error can 
also reduce the sample size required.

London Borough of Haringey 
collected data manually over 
eight days in four of its walk-
in centres and its telephone 
contact centre, covering the 
following services:
•	 benefits, council tax, NNDR
•	 �children’s and young people’s 

services
•	 environmental services
•	 homeless services
•	 building control
•	 planning
•	 trading standards
•	 parking
•	 payments

Sampling took place every 
weekday except Mondays. 
Managers reminded staff to 
record data at the start and end 
of each day. 

Customer service agents assessed 
and recorded e-mails and 
letters in the same way as calls 
and face-to-face interaction. 
Collation and data-entry of 
all hand-written tick sheets 
into a single spreadsheet was 
undertaken by temporary data 
entry staff.

5
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sampling period
The sampling period also needs to be 
representative in other words reflect variations 
such as peaks and troughs and seasonality.

In practice, you can vary the time spent 
sampling, or the human resources spent 
sampling. Approaches you could consider 
include:

48
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all contact personnel record data for one 
limited but continuous period of time 
during a year e.g. four weeks

pros: �focuses management attention 
on sampling once a year, thereby 
concentrating effort

cons: �offers a snapshot of activity at just 
one point during the year, and fails  
to capture avoidable contact data  
on big events

all contact personnel record data over a 
(randomised) series of days distributed 
throughout the year

pros: �captures data from across the 
year, with a greater possibility of 
incorporating variation

cons: �lack of continuity may accentuate the 
management and training challenge

a small number of contact personnel record 
continuously during the whole year

pros: �focuses the management processes 
and skills required, reflects variation

cons: �personnel need to maintain  
a representative workload

all contact personnel record data 
continuously throughout the whole year

pros: �gives the data to support a concerted 
attempt to reduce avoidable contact 
across the authority

cons: �needs to be built into the council’s 
overall approach to performance 
management and requires major 
change in short term
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If your authority chooses the first option, you 
should use the same four week period year 
on year to assist comparisons. The four weeks 
identified should also be as typical as possible 
in other words you should avoid weeks that 
are known to have seasonal variationsfor 
example, throughout August and the end 
of December or early January or the weeks 
around.

Local authorities should consider using the 
collection method that best suits each service. 
For example, the sampling exercise needs 
to accommodate specific services in which 
contact typically occurs during a condensed 
period (e.g. the posting out of annual council 
tax bills or when applications for school 
places are submitted).

Furthermore, local authorities may choose 
to use a different approach from year to 
year. For example, where a service has been 
identified as a concern, a local authority may 
wish to measure all contact all year to gain 
greater detail and evidence. Similarly, they 
may not want to keep that level of resource 
committed year-on-year where it would be 
inefficient to do so.

training staff
Your authority will need to justify the effort 
in recording avoidable contact to staff by 
illustrating the benefits in other words 
using the data to identify the potential for 
improvement in specific services. Informed 
and motivated members of staff are also 
more likely to record the data accurately.

Frontline staff are often eager to record 
avoidable contact data. They are already 
aware of the problem and are pleased 
to contribute to finding a solution. Being 

familiar with the nature of customer contact 
on a day-to-day basis, frontline staff also 
tend to find detecting and differentiating 
avoidable contact from unavoidable contact 
to be relatively straightforward. Frontline staff 
are, after all, more familiar with the nature of 
customer enquiries and behaviour than any 
one else in the council.

Involving staff in participative, 
interactive workshops can help 
to engage them in the process 
and to contribute to it creatively.

As an alternative to taking 
frontline staff out of operations, 
Dudley Metropolitan Borough 
Council incorporated online 
training into staff’s existing 
routine, using a PowerPoint 
self test quiz for staff to help 
explain the difference between 
avoidable and unavoidable 
contact and to build 
understanding and enthusiasm 
(see appendix iii for further 
details.)

Customer service team managers 
then participated in facilitated 
question and answer sessions 
at customer advisor team 
meetings. These approaches 
fitted around the working 
patterns of staff.

5
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However, councils need to invest time and 
effort in preparing and training staff to record 
avoidable contact. The benefits of measuring, 
and the criteria for recording contact as 
avoidable need to be made clear.

Training needs to emphasise that avoidable 
contact is a symptom of problems with end-
to-end service fulfilment, not merely an issue 
of communication between the customer 
and the council. 

For example, in some instances staff can be 
cynical about classifying missed bins and 
streetlights as avoidable contact, remarking: 
‘How would we know about these problems 
if the public didn’t tell us?’ 

Staff at the London Borough 
of Bromley are continuously 
encouraged by managers to 
suggest ideas to bring avoidable 
contact down. For example, 
frontline staff suggested 
advertising bank holiday bin 
collections in the local paper. 
The result was a reduction in 
calls to the contact centre.

Therefore it will be important to engage 
these staff in helping them understand why 
this is avoidable contact (in other words 
it indicates an underlying service delivery 
problem) and why it is important to log it as 
such to address the problem.

Key questions you can use with staff include:

•	 �if the service had been delivered properly 
first-time, would the customer have 
needed to contact the council? 

•	 �if the council had kept its promises, or 
fulfilled its obligations, would the customer 
have contacted the council?

•	 �could the council have done anything 
differently that would have removed the 
need for this call?

As a way of cultivating buy-in, managers 
at Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council 
discussed alternative ways of doing things 
with the staff who would use the data 
being collected. These scenarios include 
using previous data to identify predictive 
maintenance opportunities or to target 
programmed inspections to areas that are 
known to experience greater levels of need.

Examples of benefits of measuring and 
reducing avoidable contact are offered in 
the section ‘Making the Business Case’, one 
of which is the opportunity to develop your 
staff’s knowledge and skills. 
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London Borough of Southwark
The London Borough of Southwark has been 
measuring call volumes and repeat calls for 
a number of years. Based on these figures, 
the London Borough of Southwark identified 
housing Repairs as the single largest source of 
contact. This is unsurprising, as Southwark is 
the largest social landlord in London.

There were several areas of difficulty. Some 
customer requests required staff to have a 
detailed understanding of the type of repair 
to determine the most appropriate personnel 
to do the work. For example, sometimes both 
a plumber and an electrician are required. But 
without adequate knowledge, it is difficult 
for front-line staff to deploy the correct 
tradesmen, leading to delays and frustration. 
Scheduling the call to be convenient for the 
customer could also be challenging.

To address these issues, London Borough of 
Southwark has deployed a ‘middle office’ of 
Repair Resolution Officers in the front office 
to handle contact with tenants directly. Repair 
Resolution Officers are familiar with the 
nature of repairs that are typically required, 
understand the skills required for particular 
jobs, and use a software application to help 
schedule the repair at a time convenient 
for tenants. The team also uses a text 
messaging service to remind tenants of their 
appointments.

By understanding the nature of customer 
contact, and using data to re-design the 
service, the London Borough of Southwark 
has effectively reduced the amount of 
avoidable contact by re-designing the service 
and enhancing the capabilities of their 
frontline staff.

By measuring and analysing call 
volumes, staff at the London 
Borough of Sutton detected 
that they were receiving a 
high number of call relating 
to garden waste during 
the months of October and 
November – months when they 
did not provide a garden waste 
collection service. Their analysis 
of these calls led them to extend 
the service into the autumn to 
meet this need. 

part six
case studies 6
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London Borough of Southwark’s 
One Touch Team is a team of 
frontline officers dedicated 
to serving new residents of 
Southwark. Rather than have 
residents contacting the local 
authority multiple times for 
separate services such as 
applying for a parking permit, 
registering for council tax 
and on the electoral roll, and 
applying for library and leisure 
cards, customers now contact 
the One Touch Team who 
then ensure the appropriate 
information is exchanged 
between the customer and the 
council, and across the council 
to deliver all the services. The 
One Touch Team also helps to 
ensure that a new resident’s first 
experience of the local authority 
is positive.

DVLA
Recent success at the DVLA demonstrates the 
opportunities and benefits of focusing on the 
cause and effect of customer contact in your 
organisation.

The DVLA answers in excess of one million 
calls per month. It was keen to reduce 
avoidable contact, not least to release 
resources for an expansion of services.

The DVLA created a small team of people 
with detailed knowledge of their business – a 
Customer Channel Team (CCT) – to track call 
volumes by major call type and category. The 
CCT conducts in-depth research and analysis 
into the individual call categories, by listening 
into large call samples to ascertain exactly 
what the customer actually said and thus the 
real cause of the call.

As a result, the DVLA has accumulated 
substantial information about call cause, 
effect and solutions. The DVLA’s Customer 
Service Improvement Team has used the 
data to reduce the number of calls, focusing 
on information and process. Information 
improvement initiatives include creating a 
speed review process to revise and simplify the 
content of all customer-facing literature, and 
creating new literature where appropriate.

Process improvements include reducing process 
times for application handling, even though 
performance was already inside target, thereby 
reducing the number of progress chasing 
calls the DVLA was experiencing. From these 
initiatives, the DVLA has reduced the volumes 
in its top nine call types by 24 per cent over the 
last twelve months (2007 to 2008 operational 
year), delivering both operational efficiencies 
and an improved customer experience.
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Under the forthcoming performance 
framework – the Comprehensive Area 
Assessment (CAA) – the Audit Commission 
and the other public service regulators will be 
seeking evidence that demonstrates that LSPs 
have effectively addressed the following:

•	 �they understand their local community and 
have identified local needs and priorities 
and these are reflected by the targets in the 
LAA

•	 �the desired outcomes are being delivered 
and leading to positive changes for local 
people

•	 �plans are in place to ensure that 
improvement can be sustained over time.

Measuring and reducing avoidable contact is 
relevant to all three areas. 

Monitoring and analysing contact from 
customers should be part of local authorities’ 
efforts to identify local needs and issues. 
Contact data is a valuable source of 
knowledge about customer and community 
needs, to be considered alongside the 
outputs from community consultation, citizen 
engagement and customer insight initiatives. 

Though arising in an operational context, 
customer contact constitutes an active 
expression of preference and need that 
offers significant opportunities for learning. 
Attending to avoidable contact demonstrates 
that a local authority is listening to customers, 
analysing needs, and acting on evidence.

The Audit Commission’s approach to 
inspection under CAA will be proportionate 
and risk-based. If relevant, it is likely that the 
Audit Commission would seek to establish:

•	 �how a local authority’s measurement and 
reduction of avoidable contact maps to 
local area priorities

•	 �how well the local authority is using 
and applying NI 14 data in service 
improvement.

The Audit Commission, as part of the 
organisational use of resources assessment, 
will look at management process, policies 
and training relating to data quality.

Specifically, in reporting the national indicator 
set, it has been agreed that the Audit 
Commission:

•	 �will publish a single aggregate percentage 
value calculated on the basis of the figures 
for the required services over these five 
channels

•	 �will indicate that NI 14 figures are non-
comparable across local authorities 
due to the likely variation in the local 
arrangements for calculating the indicator 
in the initial years

•	 �will not publish averages, ranges or 
represent the data graphically for NI 14 in 
initial years.

Local authorities are required to submit a 
percentage figure to one decimal place. 
Data is to be submitted via the CLG’s data 
interchange hub.

appendix i  
reporting performance i



54 reducing avoidable contact

appendices

ESD Toolkit 
Many local authorities are already esd-
toolkit users. Local authorities pay an annual 
subscription of between £700 and £2150.

Local authorities have previously used esd-
toolkit to submit returns such as their annual 
IEG assessment for BVPI 157 and Annual 
Efficiency Statement for inspection.

Esd-toolkit is currently used for recording and 
sharing data on every service provided by 
the council with links to supporting material 
such as business processes, responsible 
officers, Gershon efficiency streams, national 
indicators, citizen-types, delivery channels, 
cost-to-serve indications.

The programme’s key focus during 2008 to 
2011 is set to support the Citizen Insight and 
Service Transformation agenda. 

The esd-toolkit currently supports NI 14 
through its capabilities to identify, link and 
record:

•	 services  
– provided to customers

•	 �processes, activities and information assets  
– elements which make up services 

•	 �costs  
– cost elements that make up a service 

•	 �customer need  
– generic needs which can be mapped 
across customers

•	 �customer profiles  
– local segmentation of customers

•	 �customer take up  
– measurement definitions 

•	 �customer satisfaction  
– scoring mechanism 

•	 �functions  
– legislation giving powers and duties

•	 �partners  
– organisations which are involved in the 
service or process.

Local authorities can cross-reference their 
data to Gershon efficiency work streams, the 
198 national indicators, CAA targets, other 
organisations and contacts within them who 
are excelling in particular areas or are in need 
of support and assistance.

During 2008-9 esd-toolkit will enable 
subscribing authorities to:

•	 �use avoidable contact data to identify key 
points of leverage for end to end service 
improvement

•	 �fevelop shared understanding through use 
of an esd-toolkit wiki or similar

•	 �analyse avoidable contact data across 
a variety of criteria (for example, time, 
service, channel, customer identification, 
cause of contact, and so forth) on a service-
by-service basis (via automatic transfer from 
CRM or via manually prepared CSV files)

•	 �aggregate raw data to enable a variety 
of automated analyses and reports (for 
example, NI 14 summary report and NI 14 
service groups; use of customer identification 
data to integrate with segmentation analyses 
for customer insight use) 

•	 �identify trends in avoidable contact over 
time and enable comparisons to be made 
with other LAs

•	 �support avoidance of avoidable contact 
across organisation boundaries and services 
(for example building on Chorley’s circles of 
need concept).

appendix ii  
using support tools
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To achieve all this, the esd-toolkit programme 
2008-09 will:

•	 �consult with LAs, central government, 
associated agencies and technical suppliers 

•	 �recommend the use of robust auditable 
processes and methodologies

•	 �enable the sharing of successes and case 
studies, focusing on quantifiable outcomes 
for customers.

Potential benefits to local authorities include:

•	 �better data to help with the improvement 
of services (customers’ perspective)

•	 �better understanding of how to increase 
customer satisfaction

•	 �better understanding of processes to help 
reduce unnecessary and avoidable contacts

•	 �identification of efficiency savings

•	 �identification of ways to increase 
organisational capacity. 

The advantages of using esd-toolkit for your 
NI 14 reporting are that collection, collation, 
aggregation, calculation, analyses and reports 
will be automated and will also allow user 
defined interrogation for comparative and 
other purposes. You will be able to use these 
data to identify points of leverage for service 
improvement.

There is no additional cost for NI 14 
support for annual subscribers. For further 
information, register for free at www.esd-
toolkit.org.uk and contact your local esd-
toolkit administrator or the core project team 
at esd-toolkit@idea.gov.uk 

The esd-toolkit news page on NI 14 is 
regularly updated and is found at http://
www.esd.org.uk/esdtoolkit/News/NewsDetail.
aspx?Item=455

GovMetric
The GovMetric service uses a range of data 
recording methods (including touch screen 
kiosks, web screens, and PABX) to monitor 

•	 customer satisfaction by channel  
•	 customer satisfaction by service 
•	 interaction volume by channel  
•	 interaction volume by service.

The GovMetric service is being extended 
to record avoidable contact and provide NI 
14 data for customer contact in person, by 
telephone, by e-mail and by post. Customer 
agents can record whether the contact was 
avoidable or non-avoidable via telephone 
input or by logging the data on a web screen.

Hence, using GovMetric helps to measure 
avoidable contact across these channels, and 
since it measures total volume of contact it 
will help to ensure that the percentages for 
avoidable contact are accurate. GovMetric 
will also enable councils to review their 
avoidable contacts against measures of 
customer satisfaction.

The data is stored on the GovMetric 
databases, and the fees include the option to 
benchmark your Council against your peers. 
The service also enables you to plot customer 
satisfaction against avoidable contact.

The GovMetric NI 14 solution also provides 
functionality that surveys the customer for 
their perception of whether the contact was 
avoidable or non-avoidable.

In the future GovMetric will also add the 
ability to plot the data against demographic 
data from Experian’s MOSAIC.

ii
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The service – excluding monitoring of 
avoidable contact – is priced on a population 
basis. For example:

•	 �a small district council would pay £7,000 
to £8,000 to implement the system initially, 
plus £5,000 to £6,000 per annum 

•	 �a large unitary would pay £15,000 to 
£20,000 to implement the system, plus 
£15,000 to £17,000 per annum

The cost of adding support for NI 14 is 
dependent on the size of the authority. 
Installation of the NI 14 add-on costs from 
£995, plus from £1,500 per annum.

More detail is available on the GovMetric 
website: www.govmetric.com
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appendix iii  
NI 14 training quiz for staff  
– Dudley MBC 

iii
figure 7
Dudley failure 
demand quiz

For the complete quiz and 
accompanying presentation,  
please visit 

www.idea.gov.uk/
ni14guidance



58 reducing avoidable contact

appendices

We would like to thank the following 
organisations for their contribution to the 
guidance:

Audit Commission

Cabinet Office

Communities and Local Government

Dudley Metropolitan Borough Council

East Hampshire District Council

East Northamptonshire Council

ESD Toolkit

GovMetric

Hertfordshire County Council 
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NI 14: � avoidable contact: the proportion of customer contact that is of low or no 
value to the customer

Is data provided by the LA or a 
local partner?

Y Is this an existing indicator? N

Rationale Local authorities are fundamental points of contact for the citizen when seeking access to 
public services. They provide key services for their local communities that greatly affect the 
quality of life for individual citizens and the overall community.

In accord with the vision of the Local Government Delivery Council and the principles of the 
Service Transformation Agreement (www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/media/B/9/pbr_csr07_service.
pdf), the customer experience for both citizens and businesses when contacting their local 
council should be one which is responsive, timely and efficient.

By identifying customer contact that is ‘avoidable’, the local authority and its partners are 
better placed to redesign the way services and information are made more accessible for 
their customers, so they do not have to make unnecessary, valueless contacts which are both 
frustrating for the customer and inefficient for the provider. 

Definition The proportion of customer contact that is avoidable.

The indicator is calculated in aggregate across all service channels, across selected key service 
areas. The assessment of whether a contact is avoidable relates only to what caused the 
customer to make contact (as opposed to evaluating the customer satisfaction with the 
contact or whether follow-up contacts will subsequently be needed).

Customer contact: an external customer (citizen or business) contacting the council across 
any channel (telephone, e-mail, post, website or face-to-face) with regard to the specified 
services. It includes customer requests for a service or information, reports of failure to deliver 
a service, and responses to council requests. Website contact is assessed as the number of 
transactions rather than the number of hits.

Avoidable Contact: to promote a clear and focussed definition in line with the issues raised in 
the rationale above, avoidable contact should be assessed by the adviser for a given contact 
if one or more of the following occurs or has occurred for the service areas defined for the 
appropriate tier of council.

A. Unnecessary clarification by the customer
�Any query received as a result of a previous contact during which the council was not able to 
provide the necessary information or service, for example:

• �phone call resulting from online service being unavailable or inadequate information on the 
website

• �email asking for clarification of a council letter or other communications material which is 
poorly worded or presented; incomplete, inaccurate or out of date.

appendix v  
definition of NI14 v
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NI 14: � avoidable contact: the proportion of customer contact that is of low  
or no value to the customer (continued)

Definition 
(continued)

B. �Avoidable contact caused by poor signposting, or poor call transfer to council services – for 
example, customer rings wrong number because contact points not clearly advertised, or 
customer is passed to planning services when their query relates to parking;

C. �Repeat contact with the customer having to pass on the same notification of information 
to carry out transactions with the council and its partners – for example, customers being 
asked to provide information about a change of address to multiple parts of the council;

D. �Customers are progress chasing, asking for reassurance or making other unnecessary 
service delivery follow-up: any contact which results from council/partner inability to deliver 
a service as expected or promised (for example, missed appointment to collect sofa for 
disposal or faulty boiler in council house not properly fixed). This holds force regardless of 
whether or not customer expectations exceeds service standards, and whether or not the 
problem is the responsibility of the council or service delivery partners;

E. �Repeat contact after premature closure of a previous contact (for example, customer returns 
to one-stop shop at a later time when the queues are much shorter than previously).

Ideally the assessor should be the agent handling the contact.

Sampling 
The primary way of collecting data for this indicator will be through the use of a contact 
management or Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system. Where councils do not 
currently have this in place, they will need to undertake surveys of a sample of contacts. 
Guidance to be issued by June 2008 will include advice in respect of sampling methodology.

Further detail and advice on assessing avoidable contact will be provided to local councils 
before the end of June 2008.

Service areas 
Councils will record the proportion of avoidable contacts in respect of contacts relating to 
selected key service areas, which cover high volume citizen and business transactions, across a 
number of typical council departments. These are:

District councils:
•	 Planning services (local planning issues)

•	 Building control

•	 �General council tax enquiries, billing and recovery process for payment of council tax and 
national non-domestic rates

•	 Environmental Health services (licensing, food safety, pollution and pest control)

•	 �Street scene – waste collection and street cleaning, including recycling, street furniture and 
fly-tipping

•	 �Housing (benefit claims, council tax benefit, repairs, allocations and lettings process for 
social housing)

•	 Electoral register (including registration and enquiries on electoral services)

•	 Parking permits and Parking Control Notices.
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NI 14: � avoidable contact: the proportion of customer contact that is of low 
or no value to the customer (continued)

Definition 
(continued)

Unitary Councils, Metropolitan Borough Councils,  
London Borough Councils and City of London:
•  Children’s services (school admissions, free school meals, youth services)
•  Highways (condition of roads, street lighting)
��•  �Housing (benefit claims, council tax benefit, repairs, allocations and lettings process for 

social housing)
•	 �Environmental Health services (licensing, food safety, pollution and pest control)
•	 �Street scene – waste collection and street cleaning, including recycling, street furniture and 

fly-tipping
•	 �General council tax enquiries, billing and recovery process for payment of council tax and 

national non-domestic rates
•	 Planning services (local planning issues)
•	 Building control
•	 Trading standards
•	 Adult Social Services (care packages, dial-a-ride, home helps, meals on wheels)
•	 Electoral register (including registration and enquiries on electoral services)
•	 Parking permits and Parking Control Notices.

County Councils:
•	 Children’s services (school admissions, free school meals, youth services)
•	 Highways (condition of roads, street lighting)
•	 Trading standards
•	 Adult Social Services (care packages, dial-a-ride, home helps, meals on wheels).

Formula (x/y) * 100 = z per cent

x = the number of customer contacts that are assessed as avoidable
y = the total number of customer contacts within the relevant services
z = percentage of customer contacts that are assessed as avoidable.

Worked 
example

If 600 contacts are assessed as avoidable out of a total of 1,000 contacts, the proportion of 
avoidable contacts is 60.0 per cent

Good 
performance

Improved performance is typified by a lower percentage.

Collection 
interval

Annual (Financial year)

Data source Varied: Local authorities and/or councils through Customer Relationship Management Systems 
and/or other forms such as emails, call centres and websites

Return format Percentage

Decimal places One

Reporting 
organisation

Local authority

Spatial level Single tier, county and district council
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appendices

NI 14: � avoidable contact: the proportion of customer contact that is of low  
or no value to the customer (continued)

Further 
guidance

a) Sources of advice
Local Authorities will be expected to have effective processes in place to underpin their 
assessment.

To ensure that effective processes are in place in Local Authorities, the requirement to assess 
NI 14 will take hold as of October 2008. Training and guidance packs will be worked up in 
consultation with the sector, and issued before the end of June 2008 on the IDeA website 
(www.idea.gov.uk) and Business Improvement Package (www.bip.rcoe.gov.uk). These will also 
set out any refinements to the definition of the indicator (such as the wording of the services 
covered) in the light of lessons learned through piloting of the indicator.

b) Collecting data
The primary way of collecting data for this indicator will be through the use of a contact 
management or CRM system. Where councils do not currently have this in place, they will 
need to undertake surveys – adding up the number of contacts assessed as avoidable within 
the sample number of contacts, divided by the sample number of contacts. The guidance to 
be issued by June 2008 will include advice in respect of sampling methodology.

c) Supplementary data for use on voluntary basis
To enhance local understanding of customer needs, councils may wish to consider voluntary 
use of:

•	 �Disaggregation by service and channel (with a particular focus on priority areas) for use as 
an internal service audit and improvement tool;

•	 �Disaggregation with respect to equalities where appropriate (gender, age, ethnic 
background etc);

•	 �The Contact Council’s Performance Management Framework (www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/
public_service_reform/contact_council/workplan.aspx).

Where the council carries out customer satisfaction surveys on these services, feedback can 
be used to assess the robustness of the processes in place to measure the indicator, as well 
as being a valuable management information tool in its own right to improve the way that 
customers access information and services from the council.

d) Other elements of good practice
The indicator does not measure all aspects of behaviour to reduce time spent in contact that 
is of low or no value to them. Councils may therefore also wish to consider other elements of 
good practice, including reducing the need to repeat information when passed from agent to 
agent and the ability of customers to get through to call centres.

e) �Background – redesigning services for greater customer satisfaction,
increased staff engagement and enhanced efficiency
The vision of the Local Government Delivery Council and Service Transformation Agreement is 
for local government and its partners to deliver services that are ‘better for customers, better 
for staff and better for the taxpayer’.
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NI 14: � avoidable contact: the proportion of customer contact that is of low  
or no value to the customer (continued)

Further 
guidance

These services will be organised in ways that make sense to their users, rather than being 
convenient for the organisations that are delivering them; handled by staff who have the 
appropriate training, skills and access to information to be able to assist the citizen effectively; 
and delivered both effectively and efficiently through all channels which are designed for the 
user so that they are simpler, clearer and more accessible.

Effective action requires councils to:

•	 Understand their local customers and their needs

•	 Recognise the extent and causes of customer contact

•	 �Understand the stages of the delivery chain from end to end in terms of the value each 
adds to the customer experience

•	 �Assess the capability that exists compared to what is needed to deliver that value, and the 
barriers that prevent enhanced customer service

•	 �Engage customers to help shape how services are designed and delivered

•	 �Monitor changes over time including an analysis of the factors that lie behind changes in 
performance as measured by the indicator

•	 �Take a multi-channel approach, both enabling customers to self serve and empowering 
staff and intermediaries to assist effectively those who need help through whichever 
channel they choose to approach their council

•	 �Work with local and central government partners through LSP and LAA arrangements to 
find better ways to deliver joined up customer focused services.

By understanding the causes of avoidable contact in this way, councils can then work to 
address key barriers to efficient and effective service delivery.
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