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Citizen Relationship Management: An Australian Perspective

By Sheila Ross, Chief Customer Officer

Centrelink, Australia
This article is adapted from ‘Customer Experience Management:  Serving the Citizen Better in Centrelink’, a paper published in the Canberra Bulletin of Public Administration No.106, February 2003.
Background

Centrelink is the Australian Government’s service delivery agency.  It delivers 140 products and services on behalf of 25 client agencies.

From a customer service perspective, Centrelink has about 6.5 million customers and pays more than 9 million entitlements each year.  With about 27,000 staff, Centrelink has more than 1000 service delivery points across Australia.

In business terms, Centrelink ranks in the top one hundred Australian companies.  Its recurrent budget is about $2 billion and it distributes over $55 billion in social security payments.  Around 12 million electronic customer transactions are made on an average day.

Customers at the Center of our Business
Since it was established in September 1997, Centrelink has made excellent progress in becoming an organization that can benchmark itself proudly against others, either in or outside the public sector.

But we are not about to rest on our laurels.  Our vision for the next few years is just as exciting and challenging as the road we’ve already traveled.  For our customers, who represent a significant proportion of the broader Australian citizenry, that vision is based on a strong belief that the best outcomes for consumers of government services are achieved when we understand and are able to respond to individual customer needs, expectations and preferences.

Extending and Sharpening the Focus on Customers

As a service delivery agency we know that our customers’ expectations of us will be shaped in large part by the experiences they have when doing business with others.  We will be judged against standards that citizens apply generally when they think about the ease with which they can access services, the service delivery choices on offer, and the way they are treated.  As other businesses move to greater personalization to differentiate their services from competitors, our customers will increasingly measure our performance on the basis of our ability to design and deliver services that respond to their needs, expectations and preferences.

We have been exploring how we can use the principles underpinning Customer Relationship Management (CRM) to improve our service offerings to customers.  Of course, we recognize that (unlike those who have trodden the CRM path before us - in the main, those offering products and services in the private sector) there are some fundamental differences in our business objectives.  Unlike CRM in the private sector - where profitability is the key goal and the identification of ‘high value’ customers allows service offerings to be targeted where they will achieve the greatest return, public services are delivered in an environment where policy outcomes (such as the level of economic or social participation) are central to all our efforts; we can’t choose which customers we serve; and we can’t forget that we operate within a financial framework that doesn’t offer the option of increasing servicing choices in anticipation of increasing sales.

Being in the business of delivering Government services we are mindful that the service component of our business has the potential to impact the extent to which policy outcomes are achieved.  If we can isolate what it is about the way we deliver services that impacts on our customers’ behavior - for example, the extent to which they feel compelled to notify us of changed circumstances, or the willingness with which they respond to participation requirements - we can make their experiences more suited to supporting the achievement of policy outcomes.

Of course, we want to avoid the possibility that the citizen will see our interest in their personal expectations and preferences in terms of ‘big brother’.  It has to be clear that we are interested in this information only insofar as it helps us make the citizen’s experience with us more suited to their needs and more supportive of achieving an outcome that improves their opportunities and life circumstances.  

In other words, we are trying to respond to a number of imperatives - making the service experience one that supports the achievement of policy outcomes, makes our customers feel better about interacting with us, and recognizes the diversity of our customer base by offering choices in the way people access us.  For this reason, we have decided to focus on Customer Experience Management rather than Customer Relationship Management.

Providing a Quality Customer Experience
Centrelink has a number of initiatives underway that allow it to respond in increasingly sophisticated ways to the needs, expectations and preferences of its customers.  Some of these initiatives are outlined below.  The foundation principle in all this work is that it should be based on a sound understanding of the people we serve. 

We have gathered a wealth of intelligence about how our customers perceive our current servicing arrangements and what they would like us to do differently in future. For example, a significant proportion of our customers are telling us that, if they were able to access technology such as the Internet in the privacy of their homes, they see this as an appropriate form of future servicing.  Our customers also differentiate between the types of services they see as being appropriate for different channels.

We believe the insights we have developed, as well as the work we will continue to do to broaden and refine our understanding and to involve our customers in the design of our service offerings, position us well increase the quality of the service experience for our customers – while ensuring that we use the resources available to us responsibly to achieve better outcomes in terms of the Government programs we deliver.

Service Response Framework

Centrelink can’t use market mechanisms to move customers from more expensive channels to less expansive ones.  We have to ensure that we engage on the right channel according to the level of customer need.  For those with high need, we have to be able to engage in more intensive ways, which will probably be based on face-to-face interaction.  But for others, the level of engagement will be minimal.  We also know that individuals will choose to use more than one channel in their dealings with us, and our challenge is to ensure a seamless experience in these circumstances, as well as an experience that is intuitively easy to use and effective in resolving their issues quickly and accurately.  

Our work on developing a Service Response Framework aims to assist organizational decision-making on new servicing priorities by developing a set of customer-based principles that recognizes the diversity of our population base, the range of products and services we deliver, and the need for cost-effectiveness in our delivery approach.

Automated Service Offerings
Centrelink’s customers are already able to access a range of self-service options through either the Internet or telephone.  Customers who are eligible to use these services can, for example, notify Centrelink of their employment income, access information about their own payments by date, benefit and amount, or find out about their reporting schedule or balances in incentive credit schemes.  Take-up rates and other feedback about these services are providing valuable information about future possibilities for self-servicing.

Customer Account

We are building a system capability called the Customer Account that will pull together in a more user-friendly way the information held on Centrelink’s Customer Mainframe.  This application, which is already being used in our service delivery network, will eventually be made available to customers.  The Customer Online Account will initially enable customers to view their personal information; in the longer term it will allow them, where appropriate, to update and manage this information.  We believe this is an important step in creating a sense of openness about our collection and use of personal information. 

Community Connect

We have been working with Community Service Providers (CSPs) to develop stronger relationships and agree upon ways of working together that will support better servicing of our mutual customers.  The Community Connect Program is focused on sharing information resources across the human services sector and developing more streamlined, customer-focused processes.  Several of Centrelink’s current online applications (such as our Service Finder, Rate Estimator and E-Reference guide) are now being shared with a number of CSPs and, with customer consent, we are making online referrals.  In the longer term, we intend to make Community Connect online resources available to our customers.

Multi-Purpose Contact
The Multi-Purpose Contact (MPC) approach has been introduced as a means of ensuring that we collect information once only and make use of it for multiple purposes.  The MPC application, which draws on the substantial amount of personal information held in Centrelink’s customer mainframe, is used to make every customer contact an opportunity to address current and upcoming business, thereby averting additional contact.  It also identifies where there might be an impact on related (including partner) entitlements.  In this way, we make better use of our customers’ time and reduce the need for unnecessary letters.  Importantly too, we have the opportunity to minimize the possibility of unsatisfactory consequences for our customers (such as the likelihood of payment suspension or overpayment for failure to comply with obligations).

IT Refresh
The IT Refresh Program is a critical component of the broad range of activities underway in Centrelink to deliver a vision of customer servicing that responds to customer needs, expectations and preferences, and does so in a way that moves us closer to the ideal of a whole-of-government approach to delivering integrated services.  IT Refresh will allow Centrelink to develop further both its existing core IT systems and the enabling technology to extend options for the ways customers deal with Government.

Conclusion
Centrelink’s priorities for the coming years stem from a strong commitment to ‘putting the customer at the center of our business’ in a number of ways -- we want to respond appropriately to them as users/consumers of services by delivering service offerings that are more tailored to individual needs, expectations and preferences; we want to recognize their priorities as taxpayers through the use of the most cost efficient modes of and processes for delivery; and we want to support the building of stronger communities by achieving desired social outcomes through service experiences that are better designed to support our customers’ needs.

Our focus on Customer Experience Management looks to harness what Centrelink customers know about the possibilities for improved service.  As we become better at understanding their needs, expectations and preferences, we believe we can develop service offers that are better matched to individual circumstances and make better use of resources by allowing them to be directed where they are needed most, in areas where intensive and personalized intervention is required for a positive outcome.
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