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Customer Services
Internal Audit Programme Guide
This guide has been funded by the Housing Corporation

IGP Database Ref No G01-20213

Introduction

This guide provides advice on matters designed to assist the auditor in developing an internal audit programme on customer service. It is the responsibility of the auditor to determine which elements of the guide are incorporated into their internal audit programme. The tables setting out the key control and expected tests do not imply that all the items contained in the tables need to be included in the internal audit programme developed by the auditor.
Preamble

This Internal Audit Programme Guide covers the key area of Customer Service. Customer Service has always been high on the agenda for RSL’s, however, its profile has continued to increase through the development of tenant focused best value programmes, increased tenant participation in the delivery of services and the proliferation of tenant compacts. This has been further enhanced with the focus given to customer service in Inspection. 

In including Customer Service as part of Inspection, the Housing Corporation and the Audit Commission recognise the importance of this area. In the Corporation’s publication ‘Inspection Uncovered - Customer Service’ it is stated that:

“The way associations treat people is fundamental to establishing a good relationship between landlord and tenant… …The standard of an association’s customer service, including the impression given by reception staff and those answering the phone, affects the perceptions of tenants and of all the other people who come into contact with the association.” 

The final element of this quote is key as many housing associations recognise tenants as customers but there are also other groups who will also be in contact with an association and it is essential that the service provided to these groups is appropriate and timely. Such groups might include local authorities, funders, suppliers, job applicants and other partners. It is as important that the service provided to these groups is also wholly professional and meets the high standards set out for tenants.

Housing Corporation requirements

A number of elements of the Housing Corporation’s Regulatory Code relate specifically to involving residents:

· Housing Associations must seek and be responsive to residents’ views and priorities;

· Giving residents and other stakeholders opportunities to comment on their performance;

· Enabling residents to play their part in decision making

· Providing opportunities for residents to explore, and play their part in how services are managed and provided.

Therefore, it is essential that each housing association is able to demonstrate how these aspects are actually being achieved. Non-achievement for all housing associations, irrespective of size, may result in regulatory action.

The Housing Corporation is currently revising their Involvement Policy for the Housing Association Sector (2004) that makes it clear how they expect housing associations to work together with their residents. The consultation was launched 1n December 2006 and a revised policy will be published in Spring 2007.
Audit Commission requirements

KLOE30: Access and Customer Care in housing services, issued in 2004, covers the following areas in relation to customer services:

· corporate culture and governance;

· access to service;

· information;

· complaints;

· consultation and feedback mechanisms.

Areas covered by this Guide.

This Internal Audit Programme Guide covers the following areas:-

· High level control framework

· Service Delivery

· Customer Feedback

· Management Information

Key Risk Areas

Failure to put in place, and enforce, robust systems of control in the area of Customer Service exposes the organisation to a number of risks.  These areas are many and varied but include the following:

	Risk
	Potential Implications

	Housing Corporation requirements are not met (including equality and diversity issues)
	· Regulatory Action

· Loss of income

· Loss of reputation

	Poor customer service
	· Loss of customers

· Loss of income

· Loss of partners, suppliers, potential tenants etc.
· Loss of confidence from funders

· Poor reputation

	Failure to deliver services customers want
	· Loss of customers

· Loss of income

· Poor reputation

	Inconsistent approach 
	· Legal challenge

· Loss of reputation

· Failure to achieve objectives


The auditor should also review their own organisation’s risk map for risks relevant to this review.
Other Sources of Information

There are a number of useful publications available on this topic, details of which are given below.

· “The Tenant Empowerment Programme” – Housing Corporation (2006)

· “KLOE 30 - Access and Customer Care in housing services” – Audit Commission (2004)

· “Involvement Policy for the Housing Association Sector” – Housing Corporation (2004)

· “Inspection Uncovered – Customer Service” – Housing Quality Network Services (2003)

· “Complaints Management for Housing Associations” – Housing Corporation (2002)

· “(How) are you being served? A good practice guide on complaints handling in Housing Associations” – Housing Corporation (2002)

Useful Websites

· Housing Corporation – www.housingcorp.gov.uk

· Housing Corporation Bank of Good Practice - www.bankofgoodpractice.org

· National Housing Federation - www.housing.org.uk
· Chartered Institute of Housing - www.cih.org
· Audit Commission - www.audit-commission.gov.uk 

· The Communities & Local Government – www.communities.gov.uk

· Tenant Participation Advisory Service (TPAS) – www.tpas.uk
· Housing Ombudsman Service – www.ihos.org.uk

Auditors should also read the IAPG on Continuous Improvement. The development of a robust approach to continuous improvement, particularly consulting with customers, is key to ensuring that all services provided by a housing association continue to maintain an appropriate focus to customer service.

Disclaimer

This guide has been prepared to provide persons carrying out internal audit reviews with an understanding of the risks and controls associated with the activity covered in this guide. This guide does not purport to be a detailed technical guide on the activity itself. The information and guidance contained in this guide are provided for general information purposes only and do not constitute legal or other professional advice. Users of this guide are responsible for establishing whether there has been any new guidance and/or regulatory change since this guide was prepared. This guide should not be relied upon to identify all strengths and weaknesses that may exist or to identify all instances of fraud or irregularity. HAIAF does not accept responsibility for any loss that may arise from reliance on information contained in this guide, or from its omission or unavailability. Specific professional advice must be sought in respect of any particular query. 

All references to publications and legislation are applicable in England only.
1.
OVERALL CONTROL FRAMEWORK
	Key Risks /Implications
	Expected Key Control or Process
	Suggested Tests

	1.1 The customer service arrangements are not carried out in a duly authorised manner which may lead to a failure to provide required level of service delivery to tenants.

	1.1.1 There are policies, standards and documented procedures in place covering all aspects of customer service which are based on current needs and requirements


	(a) Obtain copies of all policies, standards and procedures relating to customer service and confirm they:

· 
Includes coverage of all customer related services provided by the RSL;

· Have been appropriately approved

· Are subject to regular review and updating.



	
	1.1.2 The customer service policy has considered demographic changes and how this affects their current and future customers (across all services) in planning service delivery.


	(a) Confirm that the policies in place relating to customer service includes reference to the demography of the geographical area covered by all potential customers and that such demography is included within all service delivery plans.

 

	
	1.1.3 There is an up to date complaints policy in place that has been approved by the Board.


	(a) Obtain copy of the complaints policy and confirm that it:

· Is inclusive (covers all tenants, stakeholders or those who come into contact with the RSL);

· Has been approved by the Board

· Is subject to regular review and updating.



	1.2
The failure to implement appropriate standards of customer service may lead to an inability to deliver the required level of service.
	1.2.1 Standards for customer service delivery have been defined and are SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time specific). Core customer service standards might cover targets for:

· 
Politeness

That customers will be treated politely and in a friendly manner.

· 
Impartiality

The level of service provided will be of a high standard and consistently applied irrespective who the customer is.

· 
Information and support

This includes how quickly queries are dealt with and the range of services on which information can be provided.

· 
Service Quality

This includes measures to evaluate performance including charter mark, customer surveys etc.
· 
Customer Responsibilities

Level of behaviour and co-operation expected from the customer.

Finally, a section should be included on who the customer can contact if the level of service does not meet the standards set out. 


	(a) Review service standards and confirm that they are comprehensive (cover all aspects of customer service) and are SMART in design. 

N.B. As with many other areas, there are examples of best practice in this area on the Housing Corporation’s good practice bank.

	
	1.2.2
There is a compensation policy in place.
	(a) Review the compensation policy and confirm that it:

· Is widely publicised

· Easy to understand

· Comprehensive

· Consistently applied.

	1.3
A lack of monitoring and review of service standards may lead to an inconsistent approach to customer service.
	1.3.1 There is a service review mechanism in place (e.g. best value) that seeks to continuously improve the services provided. This has Board buy-in and the agenda for reviews is set at a strategic level.


	(a)
Confirm that there is a formal service review process in place which has board commitment.

(b) Confirm that service review agendas are discussed and approved at Board level.

(c) Confirm that specific KPIs, both qualitative and quantitative, have been set, cover the whole of the housing association’s activities and are regularly and clearly reported to the Board.



	
	1.3.2
Customers (tenants etc.) are encouraged to contribute directly to the service review process.
	(a) Confirm that there are mechanisms in place for customers to contribute to service reviews (e.g. Tenant Groups, questionnaires etc.)



2.
 SERVICE DELIVERY

	Key Risks /Implications
	Expected Key Control or Process
	Suggested Tests

	2.1
The failure to effectively utilise the IT systems may lead to an inconsistent approach to service delivery. 
	2.1.1
Customer service requirements are considered as part of the housing association’s Information Systems (IS) Strategy.
	(a) Review the IS Strategy and confirm that consideration has been given the use of modern IT and other technology in relation to customer services, for example, call centres.



	2.2
Inadequately trained staff may lead to a failure to deliver the required level of service.
	2.2.1 Adequate training has been given to all frontline staff including areas such as equality and diversity.


	(a) Confirm that regular customer service training has been given to all frontline staff

(b) Confirm that customer service training needs are considered as part of the appraisal process for all front line staff.



	
	2.2.2 All frontline staff adhere to customer service standards including equality and diversity issues. 


	(a) Confirm that customer service targets/objectives including equality and diversity matters are considered as part of all front line staff’s appraisals.

(b) Confirm that customer service standards are regularly reviewed as part of the key performance indicators of the association.

(c) Review a sample of reports monitoring customer service standards and confirm that timely and appropriate action is taken where poor performance is identified.



	2.3
Failure to monitor and review service provision leads to the risk that Services are not responsive to individual needs and preferences.
	2.3.1
Services are regularly reviewed to confirm that they meet the needs of actual and potential customers. (See also 1.3.1)
	(a) Confirm that there is an overarching review strategy to review each service on a regular basis to confirm it continues to meet the needs of actual and potential customers. For example, use of STATUS satisfaction surveys or other review mechanisms.

(b) For a sample of services, confirm that each is regularly reviewed to confirm that it continues to meet the needs of actual and potential customers.

(c) Confirm that best practice is adhered to in terms of:

· Opening times that are advertised and adhered to;

· Child/customer/staff friendly reception areas;

· Accessibility in terms of location for older, vulnerable groups;

· Offices that offer privacy where needed;

· Availability of translation services including Braille.

· Appropriate information and leaflets is provided on what other agencies can provide

· Production of regular newsletter for tenants and other interested parties




3.
CUSTOMER FEEDBACK

	Key Risks /Implications
	Expected Key Control or Process
	Suggested Tests

	3.1 The lack of a Tenant Involvement Strategy leads to the risk that tenants are kept adequately informed about services.  


	3.1.1
There is a tenant involvement strategy which sets out how tenants are to be engaged in developing services.
	(a)
Confirm that there is a tenant involvement strategy in place which:

· Has been agreed by the Board and any tenant groups

· Is regularly reviewed

· Includes appropriate coverage of how tenants are to be engaged in developing services.

	3.2
The lack of a complaints procedure risks complaints not being dealt with appropriately and in a timely basis.
	3.2.1
A suitably senior officer is the first point of contact for serious complaints (Chief Executive for example).


	(a) Review the complaints policy and confirm that a senior officer is listed as the first point of contact for serious complaints.

(b) Review information provided to tenants and other stakeholders on how to make a complaint and confirm that there is a first point of contact listed.

	
	3.2.2
Complaints are formally responded to within a prescribed timetable.


	(a) Review the complaints procedure and any complaints documentation and confirm complaints are required to be responded to within a reasonable time scale (e.g. 5-10 working days)

(b) Review a sample of complaints and confirm that they are responded to within the prescribed timescale 

(c) Confirm that the prescribed timescale was communicated to the complainant when the complaint was made and is included within the tenant’s handbook.

	
	3.2.3
Complaints training is given to the appropriate officers.


	(a) Confirm that there is a cycle of complaints training for all frontline staff

(b) For a sample of frontline staff confirm that complaints training has been given.

	
	3.2.4
The association confirms there are a number of ways tenants can contact them with complaints (email, letter, phone call etc).


	(a) Review the different methods and confirm that they are comprehensive, e.g. appropriate use of direct dial, email, named contacts etc.
(b) Confirm that the different methods of contacting the association are included within all standard correspondence (e.g. letterheads).

(c) Confirm that the different methods of contacting the association are included within the tenant’s handbook.



	
	3.2.5
The method(s) of making a formal complaint are highlighted to tenants within the handbook.


	(a)
Review the tenant’s handbook and confirm that it highlights how formal complaints should be made.

	
	3.2.6
When a complaint is identified as justified action is taken to confirm that procedures are updated to prevent future occurrences.


	(a) Review complaints reporting mechanisms and confirm that there is a reporting loop to confirm that procedures are reviewed/ updated where a justified complaint is made. 

(b) For a sample of complaints, confirm that the reporting loop actually operates and there is evidence of a review and update of procedures.

	3.3
A failure to effectively communicate with customers may lead to a decline in customer satisfaction and deterioration in service provision.
	3.3.1
A number of methods of consultation are in place and are used appropriately depending on the issue under discussion. For example, issues affecting all tenants the full body of tenants are consulted.
	(a) Confirm that methods for consulting are laid down in the strategy and that guidance is provided on when to use the different types of consultation methods

(b) For a sample of issues involving tenants, confirm that the strategy has been followed appropriately.

	
	3.3.2
The association takes note of tenant views when putting in place association wide strategies and plans, not just local plans/strategies or initiatives.
	(a)
For a sample of association-wide initiatives confirm that evidence exists of consultation with tenants 


4.
MANAGEMENT INFORMATION

	Key Risks /Implications
	Expected Key Control or Process
	Suggested Tests

	4.1
Ineffectual management reporting may lead to an inconsistent approach to customer services, and a consequent decline in service provision.
	4.1.1
Management information adequately covers the performance of the customer service function, which is reported on a regular basis to senior management/ board /committees.

	(a) Examine the scope of the information reported to senior management/ board/ committees and confirm that it includes adequate consideration and challenge of performance, using measures including:

· Customer comments and feedback; and

· Level of complaints;

· Level of compensation paid out;

· Details and progress of any complaints that have, or are being considered, by the ombudsman;

· Adherence to policies;

· Progress against any improvement plans;

· Progress in implementation strategy.

(b) Confirm, by review of committee and senior management minutes that performance reports have been made at least quarterly to committee and senior management.

(c) For a sample of reports confirm their arithmetical accuracy to source documents.
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