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Evaluation of City Call Centers –

Programs Provided by the Departments of Emergency Communications and Citizen Services, Public Works,
Parks and Recreation, Public Utilities and Human Services

Executive Summary
The City Manager has requested the Department of Management Services to conduct a program
evaluation of the City’s call centers, including the Virginia Beach 311 (VB 311) call center, to determine
how the current system could be improved to provide a more efficient and effective service.
Questions that are addressed in the attached report are:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

What is the mission of this service?
Why do we offer this service?
How do we offer this service?
What are examples of the types of calls received by the Call center(s)?
Do other neighboring cities or key benchmark localities offer this service?
How much does it cost to deliver this service?
How efficient and effective is the service delivered?
How can we make this service more efficient or effective?
As a result of research conducted during this evaluation, are there alternatives the City should
consider in delivering this service?

Who is included in the report?

Information not included in this evaluation is the 911 call center, the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
Office and various small departmental answering services. For purposes of this report, the term “Call
Center” has been defined as any location where employees are being used, either full time or on a parttime basis, to respond to citizen inquiries by telephone or other means (e.g., email). After developing
and implementing a citywide survey of departments, the survey determined that the following six call
centers would be evaluated: Citizen
Services 311 Center, Public Utilities, Public
Annual Number of Citizen Requests for
Works Operations, Public Works Waste
Service/Information
Management, Human Services and Parks 250,000
and Recreation. This determination was
based on their number of calls received, 200,000
information/services provided to citizens
and the technology the centers utilize.
150,000

What is 311?

A 311 contact center is sometimes called
the “tip of the iceberg” of municipalservice delivery. It is a front line of call
takers reachable through an easy to
remember phone number, online chat or
emails for any citizen or visitor, whether
registering a complaint or looking for
directory assistance-any municipal function
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other than emergencies needing 911. The iceberg below the surface is the rest of the service-delivery
system: the technology, the work crews that carry out the services requested, and a mechanism for
reporting what is being done back to callers, managers and elected officials.
The diagram below illustrates currently how a citizen would obtain information or services within the
City.
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Methodology:

Information for this evaluation was gathered through surveys, interviews, observations, and review of
available literature on call centers generally and specific call centers in local cities and other major
localities around the country. The managers of each of the City’s largest non-311 call centers – Public
Utilities, Public Works Operations, Public Works Waste Management, Human Services, and Parks and
Recreation (at Landscape Management) – were interviewed to gain an understanding of how those call
centers operated, what kinds of calls were received, and what systems were being used. In addition,
customer service representatives (or call takers) in the 311 Call Center and Public Utilities were observed
to get a better understanding of the types of calls received and how those calls are responded to.
A survey was conducted of all City departments to identify where and how many employees were
handling inquiries from citizens received by telephone, email, etc. Approximately 84% of departments
that responded to the survey have specific employees to answer citizen requests/information; 16% do
not. An overwhelming 72% of responding departments receive 26 or more calls during an average week
for requests for City services.
As the graph below indicates, there is a wide-ranging percentage of time that departments dedicate to
addressing requests for service and information.
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71% to 80%

61% to 70%

51% to 60%

41% to 50%

31% to 40%

21% to 30%

11% to 20%

10
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7
6
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4
3
2
1
0
0% to 10%

# of Departments

Percentage of time departmental employees dedicate to address
citizen requests for service and information

Note: Percent responding applies to only employees in each department who address citizen
requests; does not generally reflect all employees in each department.
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Virginia Beach Call Centers:
The following call centers were analyzed, interviewed and/or observed to determine what services they
provide and the technology utilized to accomplish their goals. Below is a brief description of each call
center. A more detailed description is included in the full report.
·

311 Citizen Services Center:
The Virginia Beach 311 (VB 311) service is offered via phone and online (live chat and email) through
the City’s web site. Walk in service is also available, Monday through Friday, during the City’s normal
operating hours. On a rotating basis, some employees are assigned to phone inquiries while others
are assigned to inquiries submitted online.
VB 311, which receives about 225,000 calls annually, has 16 full-time employees and is staffed
between 7:00 a.m. and 11:30 p.m. every day. During the hours of 11:30 p.m. and 7:00 a.m., callers
receive a message directing them to the City’s main web site (www.vbgov.com), and are advised of
the operating hours to reach a “live” person. A typical call can be handled in a little over a minute.
Emergency Notifications (called VBAlert) are handled by VB 311 personnel during their normal
operating hours. After hours, VB 9-1-1 personnel handle the alerts. For service needs involving Parks
and Recreation, Public Works Highways (e.g., potholes) and Public Utilities (e.g., sewer overflow)
after hours until 11:30 p.m., crews are contacted via radio from VB 311. For FY 2010-11, the Citizen
Services budget is $787,881.

·

Public Works Waste Management Call Center:
In the Waste Management call center there is one full-time employee who provides service from
7:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Monday through Thursday. There are seven full-time employees who provide
service from 8:00 a.m. through 5:00 p.m. Monday through Friday (except holidays).
The call center handles about 154,000 phone calls and about 32,000 emails each year, and provides
service to approximately 1,800 walk-in customers each year. About 90% of the phone calls are
Waste Management-related. The remaining 10% are calls pertaining to services provided by other
agencies. Residents who call after hours and on holidays are provided with recorded general
information.
Residents can also obtain information, send emails, and submit a request (e.g., for a bulk item pickup) at any time from the Waste Management website. Responses are sent the following business
day.
Based on salaries and benefits of current employees in the call center, it costs approximately
$334,220 per year.

·

Public Works Operations Call Center:
Five clerks provide administrative support to Public Works external and internal customers (receiving,
processing, researching, dispatching, etc., of service requests) to include work input control; close out
and data management for all Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) reimbursable activities;
and administrative support for bureau heads, superintendents, assistant superintendents, and others
upon request. This support is a consolidation of functions and resources that were previously
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dispersed throughout the 15 bureaus currently being served. A single enterprise software package
provides continuity, standard records management, and communication thread throughout the
organization.
The clerks receive approximately 11,000 service requests from citizens and City employees annually.
Reports of infrastructure deficiencies are received through phone calls from citizens, City employees,
transfer calls from VB 311/911 and other City agencies, walk-ins, and via the City’s 800MHz radio
system, and the number of incoming calls increase substantially just prior to and after inclement
weather event. These Clerks provide essential functions for the Public Works Operations Control
Center during severe weather events and during times when the City Emergency Operations Center is
activated.
The total salaries of the five clerks in administrative support are $152,540. Approximately 50% of
their time is dedicated to work input control and 50% devoted to the administrative support to the
300 members of the 15 operational bureaus. The cost to answer and document service requests is
approximately $76,270 annually.
·

Parks and Recreation Call Center:
The Parks and Recreation call center is staffed with three office assistants – who work 50% of their
time taking calls and 50% of their time providing administrative support – and an account Clerk who
provides back-up coverage (10% of her time). Each year the call center handles about 1,300 requests
for information and approximately 6,800 service requests, with the three main sources being
telephone, online (via email and web forms), and the Schools service request system. The Parks and
Recreation Department feels that direct customer contact enhances service delivery.
Phones are manned during normal business hours. The system will receive voice messages
afterhours, on weekends, inclement weather and on holidays. There is no formal training, with new
employees being trained by current staff.
The annual cost to operate the call center is $135,764, which includes $132,404 for personnel, $1,272
for phone charges, and $2,088 for annual computer maintenance and replacement.

· Public Utilities Call Center:
Fifteen employees, including a supervisor, handle 150,000 calls each year, for an average of about
600 calls daily. (When call volume is unusually high, some personnel from the Public Utilities billing
section will assist in taking calls.) Customer service is provided from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. during
normal workdays, and customer service representatives (CSR’s or call takers) primarily billing
inquiries associated with the water, sewer, and storm water accounts and are required to have
extensive knowledge of the Banner Customer Information System application. Customer service
representatives must also acquire a skill set beyond Banner due to the system interfacing with other
applications and to perform daily job functions (such as verifying payments).
Customer service representatives average five minutes per call for talk time, but is it not uncommon
for a new set-up or transfer to take 12 minutes or more. A complex billing issue may take 20 minutes
or more. While most inquiries are initiated through a telephone call, a growing number of customers
are choosing to submit inquiries via a web-based customer portal. The CSR’s respond to these web-
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based inquiries with same day turnaround. On a typical day, one CSR may dedicate four hours to
processing customer web inquiries that require a customer service representative’s attention.
The call center has utilized an interactive voice response (IVR) application since 2008. The menubased IVR handles 20% of all incoming calls. The 600 call average referenced above refers to calls that
come through the automated call distribution that have not been resolved through interactive voice
response. (Some IVR services are self-serve.) Because many simple requests can be handled
automatically through IVR, the customer service representatives tend to get more complex issues to
address, since these cannot be handled through interactive voice response. There was once a time
where skill-based routing allowed us to push simpler calls, like extension requests and general
information, to less seasoned customer service representatives. Now that interactive voice response
handles those calls, most calls received for the CSRs are all complex. The IVR application is integrated
with the billing system to provide for “screen popping.” The screen popping feature allows CSRs to
automatically access a customer’s account by leveraging information that the customer has entered
into the IVR application. Screen popping enables the CSR to access the account more quickly and
shaves valuable seconds off the average time it takes to process a call.
In July 2009, Public Utilities implemented a web-based customer self-service application and
administrative module to provide customers with 24/7 access to account information, and enabling
customers to:
·
View account balances and other account information
·
View and print billing statements
·
View consumption history
·
Process a payment extension
·
Update account contact information
·
Submit requests to start, stop, or transfer service
·
Track the status of service requests and view messages from or send messages to Public Utilities
·
Request a bill adjustment for a repaired leak
In addition, the web-based application, through significant integration with the customer billing
system, allows customers to submit online service requests to start and end service.
On average, new call takers require eight weeks of training before they are released to answer calls
on their own. Even after they are released, it is a year or more before most can comfortably answer
and address all inquires that come their way, due to the variety and complexity of the issues. Nearly
150,000 service orders are generated annually through the Banner customer information system and
are completed by the Business Division’s water service inspections group.
There are 15 staff positions dedicated to this function – one supervisor and 14 account Clerks (when
fully staffed). Including materials, supplies, phones, and office space, this function costs
approximately $915,000 annually.
·

Human Services Call Center:
The mission of the Human Services Call Center is to screen and direct each caller to the proper staff
member or division of Human Services within one minute to provide expedient telephone service in
order to minimize on-hold wait time on the telephone for consumers.
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At this time, little information is provided for callers who wish to use the telephone options menu to
obtain recorded information. Operators are necessary in order to access computer applications
specific to Human Services, including client case information. Because of the large number of daily
calls received, the Call Center uses a “round robin” technique, so the next available operator
receives the longest waiting call in the queue.
For the main number (437-3200), 13,000 to 14,000 calls are received each month and handled by three
full-time employees who serve as call takers. Of the total calls received:
·
·
·
·

55% were trying to reach case workers
29% were requesting general information (e.g., food stamps, Medicaid, etc.)
6% of calls pertained to services offered by other City departments or agencies
10% dropped calls

311 Centers Nationally:

The table below compares various 311 centers across the country and their efficiency. Each center
performs according to its own service goals and capabilities. For example, a center may opt to have
agents or “call takers” spend as much time as needed with callers to resolve issues thoroughly, rather
than trying to address problems quickly and move to the next caller. In those cases, call length and waittime may be longer, but return calls are fewer. A more detailed description of select localities is included
in the full report.
Comparison of 311 Centers-Efficiency and Operations

Ci ty or
County

Popul a ti on

Total Ca l l s

Avera ge
Annual Ca l l
Ha ndl i ng
Ti me
(s econds )

Average
Wai t Ti me
to Spea k
wi th Li ve
Agent
(s econds)

Average % of
Ca l l s
Aba ndoned
Before Agent
Ans wers

152

120

5

3.0%

Avera ge
Annua l Cal l s
Per 100
Res i dents

Bal ti more
1

Cha rl otte
Chi ca go

Col umbus

636,919

970,937
1,648,087

185

166

17

2.6%

33.0%

24x7

151

70

61

19.0%

35.0%

117

24

1.4%

120

231

15.0%

189

27

7.7%

123

33

11.5%

129

32

3.9%

90

60

12.7%

268

83

16.5%

754,885

288,527

38
94

Denver

598,707

443,061

74

912,062

238,123

26

Houston

2,242,193

2,256,511

101

Los Angel es

3,833,995

1,402,656

37

Mi a mi -Da de

2,398,245

2,650,000

110

New York

8,363,710

18,707,436

224

Phi l adel phi a

1,540,351

1,113,159

72

310,037

49,048

16

Medi a n

6a-10p MonSun*

4,136,505

1,196,957

Sa n Antoni o
Sa n
Fra nci s co
Vi rgi ni a
Beach

6.0%

890,515

1,279,910

Pi tts burgh

Hours of
Operati on

2,853,114

Dal l a s

Detroi t

2

Average % of
Cal l s
Transferred
to Another
Department

1,351,305

1,293,372

96

808,976

3,608,824

446

434,412

225,000

52
96

N/A

24x7
7a-8p MonFri *
6a-8p MonFri *
7a-8p MonFri ; 8a-5p Sa tSun*
8a -5:30p
Mon-Fri *
6a-12a MonSun

40.0%

24x7

6.7%

6a-10p MonFri ;8a-5p Sa t*

36.0%

24x7

21.0%
N/A

42.5%

228

18

3.6%

372

105

26.0%

12.0%

18.6%
180

N/A

45.0%

100

N/A

8.4%

88

30

14.4%

80

18

11.0%

123

32

11.5%

0.01%
13.0%
1.9%
28.0%

8a-8p MonFri ;9a-5p Sa t*
8a -4:30p
Mon-Sun
7a-11p MonSun*
24x7
7a -11:30
Mon-Sun*

18.6%

1-Cha rlotte center a ls o covers Mecklenburg County, N.C. 2-Ba s ed on 2009 tota l ca ll volume *-Hours were reduced due to budget cuts
Source: ICMA/Philadelphia Res ea rch Initia tive
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Summary of Major Findings:

Departments are utilizing a variety of contact methods and technologies to provide their services to
citizens:
·

Technologies:
· The Hansen Work Order System
· The Banner System
· Public Utilities Online Services
· The Symposium Automated Call Distribution (ACD) System
· Interactive Voice Response (IVR) System
· Microsoft (Access, Excel, Word)

·

Contact Methods:
· Phone
· Internet Forms
· Email
· Live Chat
· Facebook/Twitter
· 24/7 Interactive Voice Response software for account information/services

·

Incorporating the current Hansen Work Order System in use by multiple departments into the 311
call center would allow for an expedited transition based on current resources.

·

At least two departments: Public Works and Human Services have requested that the 311 call center
take over specific requests for information.

·

When a citizen contacts the incorrect department, call takers were essential in guiding them to the
correct information (observations by Management Services staff members).

·

Call takers in the various departments demonstrated quality customer service being delivered over
the phone and internet during observations.

·

Departmental forms on the City’s website are not centrally located for citizens to submit requests
for information and service.

Recommendations:

After evaluating the Virginia Beach government’s 6 major call centers – VB 311, Public Works Waste
Management, Public Works Operations, Parks and Recreation Landscape Management, Public Utilities,
and Human Services – three scenarios for the 311 system have been identified for consideration that
incrementally grow the system from its current status to a full-service customer relationship
management system. These options are described below. Flowcharts that demonstrate how each option
would work are included in the full report.
Option 1: Increase the Types of Information Provided:
In this option, VB 311 call takers are able to respond to most requests for information, but requests for
services are forwarded to the departments who provide that service. Citizens can still contact the
departments directly, but have the option of dialing 311 if the department phone number is not known.
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An example of information that is not now being provided through the current 311 system is a Human
Services case worker’s name and phone number being provided to a client. The Department of Human
Services indicated that this kind of information could be provided through VB 311. Additional cost would
be minimal and implementing this option could result in savings if the number of personnel needed to
provide the additional information is less than current staffing. VB 311 and Human Services should
implement a pilot study to gauge the level of service that can be provided by the 311 call center.
Option 2: Interface the Current 311 System with Departmental Work Order Systems:
This option builds on Option one by adding the ability of VB 311 to enter service requests directly into
each department’s work order system. Those requests would then be handled by the respective
departmental operations just as they are now. Presently, there are two types of “work order” systems
being used among the City’s major call centers. Public Works Operations, Public Utilities, and Parks and
Recreation all use Hansen systems, while Public Works Waste Management uses a Microsoft Access
database system. A cost would be involved in developing the interfaces between the 311 system and the
Hansen system as well as the licensing costs. The licensing cost to access the Hansen systems is
estimated to be $1,000 per access point plus (a onetime cost) and about $80 annually per user. There
would be additional costs for analysis, project management as well as subscription costs for ongoing
support. Planning and implementation would involve representatives from the using departments
(Public Works, Parks & Recreation Management, and Public Utilities) working with 311 staff to integrate
their needs for the CRM system into the existing functionality the three departments have in that
module.
Option 3: Establish a Full-Service Customer Relationship Management (CRM) System:
Currently, the City of Virginia Beach has multiple databases; some that are linked and some that are not,
as well as some that are and are not shared by other departments and agencies. It was determined that
after interviews and surveys with departments that some have logged service requests into databases
that take the form of Word documents, spreadsheets, systems applications (Hansen), and individual
databases such as Microsoft Access. A Citizen Relationship Management (CRM) system helps streamline
the collection of service request information and allows all departments to share the data. This allows
the amount of time necessary to deploy services where needed as well as allowing multiple
departments to coordinate services. The CRM allows customers and employees to place service requests
from any location. Through internet access, citizens can enter and monitor their requests as well. The
system is built with scripts that provide call takers with answers to most of the frequently asked
questions (FAQs) and has generic information to allow most of the calls to be immediately handled and
closed.
This option provides all the service of the previously discussed options plus the following:
·

The ability to track requests for service.

·

The opportunity for citizens to find out the status of their requests.

·

Performance measurement capabilities to “report out” weekly or monthly reports of service
requests and current status of those requests to division managers and directors from a citywide
database.

·

Provides a “knowledge base” FAQ for all call takers to give consistent, accurate information to
callers.
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There are several steps that the 311 call center can take in the interim to enhance its services to both
departments (internal) and citizens (external).
If it is the desire of the City to provide the highest level of citizen services, and to make it as easy as
possible for citizens to obtain information and acquire those services, then the optimal solution is the
implementation of an enterprise Citizen Relationship Management (CRM) system, as described earlier in
this report.
To achieve this, the following recommendations are offered:
·

Since implementing such a system would consolidate personnel from various departmental call
centers and change the way information is disseminated and service requests are handled, it is
recommended that a committee be established to bring together those departments most affected
by the change which include: Public Works, Public Utilities, Communication and Information
Technology, Parks and Recreation, Human Services, Emergency Services and Citizen Services and
Management Services. This Committee should be led by a Deputy City Manager.

·

A preliminary analysis/report should be completed by December 2011, which establishes a timeline
for implementation as well as the preliminary costs of the system. Additionally, the committee
should evaluate the amount of training necessary for current staff. It is recommended that year end
Fund Balance, if available, be utilized if City Council desires to fund the project. In the meantime,
implementing the pilot project analysis as recommended above with Human Services should be
conducted as a “first step” toward the 311 center assuming greater calls in both volume and
complexity.

·

The FY 2011-12 Capital Improvement Program includes $186,597 requested for a project to
determine the functional requirements for subsequent acquisition of an enterprise reporting
system. This system will enable the City to track and report on the situation, outcomes, and trends
of citizen contact on varying levels (e.g., individual citizen, neighborhood, voting district, etc.) and
would include its own work order capabilities or be interfaced with work order systems being used
in other departments. The requested funding is for a study only, and it is anticipated that additional
funding would be requested in the future for the actual acquisition of the reporting system.
Management Services recommends funding this project.

·

The School system should be included in discussions with the committee to determine, if feasible,
any joint cost sharing as well as services that could be provided by the 311 Center.

·

Initiate a pilot study between the Emergency Communications and Citizen Services and the City’s
Department of Human Services to test the capabilities of VB 311 to adequately handle additional
calls with existing staff and resources. An initial estimate for the length of the pilot is 18 months.
This includes four to six months of preparation dependent on the complexity of the types of calls
involved as well as technological issues that may need to be addressed prior to the start. The
remaining months would provide enough reliable data to evaluate the pilot. The steps in this pilot
process would be:
1. The Departments of Emergency Communications and Citizens Services and Human Services
would meet to discuss the objectives and timeline of the pilot study.
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2. The Departments would identify what types of calls would be involved in the pilot study.
3. Address technological issues/data entry prior to implementation by both Departments and
Communications and Information Technology.
4. Conduct analysis after the pilot has ended and determine the feasibility of taking the calls
over a longer period of time or permanently.
5. Pilot with other departments and expand calls for services/information that departments
are currently handling.
·

Conduct an in-depth citizen survey with citizens to determine how VB 311 can best meet their
needs, their willingness to use VB 311 and the services they most utilize.

·

Employ a customer survey software package. After a customer completes his/her request, the call
taker can ask if they would like to participate in a VB 311 survey. The survey would be used to gain
citizen feedback on VB 311 operations.

·

Develop a strategic marketing program aimed at educating the public about the VB 311 system.

·

Conduct internal educational campaigns/trainings for City departments and their employees.
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Evaluation of City Call Centers –

Programs Provided by the Departments of Emergency Communications and Citizen Services, Public Works,
Parks and Recreation, Public Utilities and Human Services

Introduction and Background Information
Introduction:

The City Manager has requested the Department of Management Services to conduct a program
evaluation of the City’s call centers, including the Virginia Beach 311 (VB 311) call center, to determine
how the current system could be improved to provide a more efficient and effective service.
Questions that are addressed in this report are:

·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

What is the mission of this service?
Why do we offer this service?
How do we offer this service?
What are examples of the types of calls received by the Contact Center?
Do other neighboring cities or key benchmark localities offer this service?
How much does it cost to deliver this service?
How efficient and effective is the service delivered?
How can we make this service more efficient or effective?
As a result of research conducted during this evaluation, are there alternatives the City should
consider in delivering this service?

For purposes of this report, the term “call center” has been defined as a location where employees are
being used, either full-time or on a part-time basis, to respond to citizen inquiries by telephone or other
means (e.g., email).
Annual Number of Citizen Requests for
Information not included in this
Service/Information
evaluation is the Virginia Beach 911 call
250,000
center, the Freedom of Information Act
(FOIA) Office and various small
200,000
departmental answering services. After
developing and implementing a citywide
150,000
survey of departments, the survey
determined that the following six call
centers would be evaluated: Citizen
100,000
Services 311 Center, Public Utilities, Public
Works Operations, Public Works Waste
50,000
Management, Human Services and Parks
and Recreation. This determination was
based on their number of calls received,
Public
Public
Human Parks &
311
information/services provided to citizens
Utilities
Works Services Recreation Center
and the technology the centers utilize.
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Background:

In January 1999, a Customer Inquiry Process Management Team released a report that contained ten
recommendations to address the customer inquiry process in the Virginia Beach municipal government.
The ten recommendations are shown below, including whether or not the recommendation was
implemented:
·

Appoint a process owner and department liaisons to enhance the customer service inquiry process –
No specific outcomes were achieved.

·

Establish a team to study the potential of linking existing offices that regularly communicate with
customers via telephone – No specific outcomes were achieved.

·

Consistent training of members communicating with the public via telephone - The City’s
Professional Support Development Team (PSDT) created communications guidelines.

·

Development of quality performance measures – No specific outcomes were achieved.

·

Measurement of customer satisfaction – The Citywide customer satisfaction survey grew out of this
recommendation though this survey only roughly addresses specific customer satisfaction concerns.

·

Use of direct telephone numbers and development of an internal member directory – This was
encouraged, but never fully achieved. Some staff list their assistant's number, not their direct line.
Very few direct lines are published to the public.

·

Modifications of the City government listings in telephone directories – Under the auspices of
Communications and Information Technology - Public Information Office (PIO), the City blue pages
were entirely restructured.

·

Citizen Services Guide – The current guide was developed as a result of this recommendation to
provide a single reference source for City services.

·

Enhance and expand available avenues of information dissemination – This occurred, to a degree,
with increasing use of the City’s website.

·

After-hours answering machines – The PSDT established rules about departmental use of answering
machines.

The current 311 call center was a result of the Department of Communications and Information
Technology to provide an informational call center for employees and citizens to call and originally was
known as the Public Information Office.

What is 311?

In response to a directive in 1996 by President Clinton to find a way to reduce the growing burden of
non-emergency calls being placed on 911 systems, the U.S. Department of Justice, Community Oriented
Policing Services, initiated a 311 trial in Baltimore, Maryland. The goal was to designate an easy to
remember telephone number which could be used in all localities and reduce confusion among users –
for example, travelers and people who move to new communities. The new number reduced the
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number of non-emergency calls to 911 by up to one third and improved 911 system access for lifethreatening emergencies. As a result of the successful trial run, the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) issued an order reserving 311 as the national code for non-emergency police calls and
access to other government services. The FCC does not require local governments to institute and use
311, but assures that a standard number is available if they decide to do so. A 311 non-emergency
system allows the public to access their local government 24 hours a day, 7 days a week with such nonemergency calls as loss of water service, stray animals, and potholes. The expansion of 311 was initially
aided by the support of the Federal government through the Justice Department’s Community Oriented
Policing Services (COPS) program. Between 1996 and 2007, the COPS program provided $6 million in
funds for the development, enhancement, and evaluation of non-emergency 311 numbers in the United
States.
A 311 contact center is sometimes called the “tip of the iceberg” of municipal-service delivery. It is a
front line of call takers reachable through an easy to remember phone number, online chat or emails for
any citizen or visitor, whether registering a complaint or looking for directory assistance, any municipal
function other than emergencies needing 911. The iceberg below the surface is the rest of the service
delivery system – the technology, the work crews that carry out the services requested, and a
mechanism for reporting what is being done back to callers, managers and elected officials. Various call
centers, such as in Philadelphia, also quantify their agencies’ performance for decision making processes
through a separate statistical analysis such as PhillyStat in Philadelphia, CitiStat in Baltimore and SFStat
in San Francisco.
Almost everyone in their respective city or town has needed to contact their locality for either
information or a service at some point in their lives. The possible questions that citizens may ask when
searching for the correct contact information are:
·

Which government is responsible?
Citizens typically receive services under the jurisdiction of multiple governments. For example,
certain services are provided at the City (local), State or federal level. The average citizen may not
know which of these levels of government, if any, is responsible for a particular service or issue.

·

What department is responsible?
If the citizen knows or can figure out which level of government is responsible, their next question
may be which department within that level of government is responsible for the particular problem
or question. It may be obvious that the police should be called if the problem is a crime, but, if the
problem is a pothole for example, a citizen may wonder whether to call Traffic Engineering, Highway
Maintenance, or some other department.

·

How do I find the right phone number to call?
Citizens can locate City phone numbers in the ‘blue pages’, the sections of their phone books for
government listings, but those listings can often be difficult to decipher. Additionally, they can use
the internet to “search” for the correct number. These two options can either result in a positive
search remedy or can continue with the citizen looking for the correct source. Attachment E shows
the numerous phone numbers that a citizen would have to navigate through in the blue pages to
find the correct number.

The next diagram illustrates currently how a citizen would obtain information or services within the City.
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The Virginia Government Reform and Restructuring Commission:

Immediately after taking the Oath of Office as the 71st Governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia,
Governor McDonnell signed Executive Order Number Two, establishing the Governor’s Commission on
Government Reform & Restructuring 1 (Commission). Governor McDonnell noted that, “to ensure that
the Commonwealth of Virginia provides the . . . core services utilizing the most cost effective methods
available, it is necessary to conduct a comprehensive, systematic, and ongoing evaluation of the
effectiveness and need for the state's existing agencies, governing bodies, programs, and services.”
The mission of the Commission is to:
·

Identify opportunities for creating efficiencies in state government including streamlining,
consolidating, or eliminating redundant and unnecessary agency services, governing bodies,
regulations, and programs;

·

Explore innovative ways to deliver state services at the lowest cost and best value to Virginia
taxpayers;

·

Seek out means to more effectively and efficiently perform core State functions, including potential
privatization of government operations where appropriate, and restore focus on core mission
oriented service; and

·

Examine ways for State government to be more transparent, user-friendly and accountable to the
citizens of the Commonwealth.

The implementation of this mission includes:
·

Requiring all government agencies, in their transactions with citizens, to initiate other applicable
governmental actions necessary for the citizen’s requests or applications to fully comply with all
Commonwealth laws, rules and regulations, thereby creating a “one stop shop” experience for the
citizen.

·

The Governor making readily deliverable government services available online the primary delivery
method by a future date chosen by the Governor.

·

Establishing standard forms for all agencies that can be filled out and processed online to reduce
processing time and errors, and enable electronic signatures wherever possible.

·

Providing incentives to citizens who conduct online transactions in lieu of mail or in person where
savings can be achieved through diversion from a physical location.

·

The Governor initiating a strategy to create government customer service centers. These customer
service centers are to be “one-stop shops” where the citizen can access services provided by the
Commonwealth. Residents could go to one place to transact business with the state.

On November 1, 2010 the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) announced a statewide
customer service center near Salem, VA for receiving reports of road obstructions such as potholes,
dead animals and tree limbs, maintenance requests and other business handled by the department. The
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hope is that the cost to create the center, about $800,000 - plus operating costs of nearly $1.3 million a
year - will come in lower than what it would cost to do things the old way, when residents dialed the
nearest VDOT office for help from a name or face they might recognize. VDOT intends to announce the
statewide customer service number 800-FOR-ROAD (367-7623) with a $1.5 million advertising campaign
that begins in November. An article from the Virginian Pilot is included as attachment B.
While the Commission’s recommendations call for the establishment of several customer service
centers around the State, the centralization of locations where citizens can conduct business with the
State is somewhat analogous to the City of Virginia Beach transferring some of the responsibilities of the
several call centers across the City to the 311 call center so citizens have a more centralized place to
contact for information and to request services.

Methodology:

Information for this evaluation was gathered through surveys, interviews, observations, and review of
available literature on call centers generally and specific call centers in local cities and other major
localities around the country. This section of the report will describe the call centers currently operating
in municipal operations, including the City’s VB 311 call center, the other 311 call centers in the
Hampton Roads area, and various 311 call centers around the country. For purposes of this study, the
term “citizen inquiries” includes citizen requests for information and requests for service, as well as
citizen feedback/complaints regarding City services. Attachment D contains some of the statistics
associated with each of those call centers.
A survey was conducted of all City departments to identify where and how many employees were
handling inquiries from citizens received by telephone, email, etc. Approximately 84% of departments
that responded to the survey have specific employees to answer citizen requests/information; 16% do
not. An overwhelming 72% of responding departments receive 26 or more calls during an average week
for requests for City services. The full survey and results are included in this report as attachment C.

91% to 100%

81% to 90%

71% to 80%

61% to 70%

51% to 60%

41% to 50%

31% to 40%

21% to 30%

11% to 20%

10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Percentage of Time Departmental Employees Dedicate to
Address Citizen Requests for Service and Information

0% to 10%

# of Departments

As the graph below indicates, there is a wide-ranging percentage of time that departments dedicate to
addressing requests for service and information.

Note: Percent responding applies to only employees in each department who address citizen
requests; does not generally reflect all employees in each department.
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When departments were asked whether after hour-services were available for citizens to access
information or requests for services, the vast majority responded they did not.
Are employees in your department available after-hours to
respond to citizen inquiries/requests for services? (Afterhours for this purpose is defined as between 5:00 p.m. and
8:00 a.m., Monday through Friday, weekends and holidays).

31.6%

68.4%
Yes

No

The managers of each of the City’s largest non-311 call centers – Public Utilities, Public Works
Operations, Public Works Waste Management, Human Services, and Parks and Recreation (at Landscape
Management) – were interviewed to gain an understanding of how those call centers operated, what
kinds of calls were received, and what systems were being used. In addition, customer service
representatives (or call takers) in the 311 call center and Public Utilities were observed to get a better
understanding of the types of calls received and how those calls are responded to. The results of those
interviews and observations are included later in this report.
Literature reviewed for this report included information on establishing a 311 call center, articles on
localities that have implemented a variety of 311 systems, and the advantages and disadvantages of
consolidating call centers into a single contact center. Much of the information derived from these
sources has been incorporated throughout this report.

Call Center Technology:

All the City’s largest call centers employ some form of Automated Call Distribution (ACD) system.
Automated call distribution is a technology that automatically answers incoming phone calls and routes
these phone calls using a computerized phone system and software. An automated call distribution
system will generally process incoming phone calls on a first come/first served basis.
An Automated Call Distribution allows the following functions:
·

Processes incoming calls more effectively by routings calls in the order of arrival, and ensures that
the workload is evenly distributed among the customer service representatives (CSR’s).
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·

Allows agents to log in and out of the system at any ACD station and answer calls for their
department.

·

Reduces or eliminates abandoned or dropped calls (hang ups).

·

Circulates a single number to customers.

·

Enables a supervisor to monitor current call activity for training and quality assurance purposes.

Automated call distribution systems are often found in offices that handle large volumes of incoming
phone calls from callers who have no need to talk to a specific person, but who can be helped by any call
taker at the earliest opportunity. The routing strategy is a rule based set of instructions that tells the
automated call distribution how calls are handled inside the system. Calls can be routed either to the
next available call taker or, if an interactive voice response system is being used to determine the reason
for the call, the call can be routed to the call taker who can best respond to the call. The ACD’s currently
in use by most of the City’s call centers route calls to the next available call taker. The automated call
distribution used by the VB 311 call center routes calls to the first available call taker based on
predefined skill sets.
Technology needed to evolve a basic call center into a full-service contact center is more sophisticated
because it not only routes calls, but also captures a wide variety of information and provides for
customer tracking of service requests. This level of technology is described later in this report.
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Benchmark Cities
As the table below demonstrates, personnel and technology costs vary widely among 311 systems
because each locality sets its own distinct service goals. City-to-city comparisons should be made with
caution. Most localities in the table reduced their budgets in 2009 due to the recession. The goal of
many 311 systems is to help City departments operate more efficiently and responsively.

Comparison of 311 Centers-Personnel and Costs
% Change in
% Change in
Number of Employees
Budget
from
3
City or County Employees at
from
311 Budget
Previous
2
Previous
Year End
Year
Year
Baltimore
1
Charlotte
Chicago
Columbus
Dallas
Denver
Detroit
Houston
Los Angeles
Miami-Dade
New York
Philadelphia
Pittsburgh
San Antonio
San Francisco
Virginia Beach
Median

82
134
81
16
89
27
9
92
52
133
545
63
6
31
95
16

-13.7%
0.8%
-12.9%
-27.3%
-4.3%
-6.9%
-60.9%
-2.1%
-28.8%
9.9%
-6.8%
-10.0%
0.0%
-6.1%
-15.2%
-5.9%
-6.9%

% of City
Budget
Spent on
4

311

$ 4,700,000
$ 7,278,861
$ 4,965,897
$ 1,583,158
$ 3,700,000
$ 1,500,000
$ 1,548,421
$ 5,000,000
$ 3,128,980
$ 10,971,000
$ 46,000,000
$ 2,830,914
$ 199,951
$ 1,700,000
$ 10,952,000

-19.0%
2.3%
N/A
4.8%
-17.0%
0.0%
-28.2%
N/A
-29.3%
-5.0%
-8.0%
37.5%
31.1%
-5.3%
-7.1%

0.35%
0.40%
0.16%
0.24%
0.36%
0.16%
0.10%
0.26%
0.07%
0.22%
0.08%
0.08%
0.05%
0.07%
0.38%

$ 787,881
$ 3,700,000

5

0.04%
0.16%

215%
-5.3%

First-Year
Operating
Cost

$
$

$

4,700,000
2,500,000
N/A
900,000
N/A
1,200,000
N/A
5,300,000
6,800,000
9,800,000
19,700,000
2,100,000
120,000
N/A
6,700,000

$

N/A *
4,700,000

$
$
$
$
$
$
$
$

Startup
Capital Costs

N/A
$ 4,600,000
$ 5,300,000
N/A
N/A
$ 3,700,000
N/A
$ 4,500,000
$ 4,900,000
$ 6,100,000
$ 29,800,000
$ 4,000,000
(donated)
N/A
$ 9,200,000
$

N/A *
4,600,000

1-Cha rl otte ce nter a l s o covers Meckl enburg County, N.C.
2-Ful l -ti me equi va l ents , a s a uthori zed i n l oca l budge t
3-Al l fi gures for the l a s tes t fi s ca l yea r, except Sa n Antoni o, where numbers a re for 2008-2009
4-As percent of genera l fund or opera ti ng budgets , a s reported on l oca l i ty's webs i te
5-Refl ects movement of exi s ti ngs funds from ComI T
*- VB 311 Center ha s not i mpl eme nted a CRM s ys tem
Source: ICMA/Phi l a de l phi a Res ea rch I ni ti a ti ve
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The table below compares various 311 centers across the country and their efficiency. Each center
performs according to its own service goals and capabilities. For example, a center may opt to have
agents or “call takers” spend as much time as needed with callers to resolve issues thoroughly, rather
than trying to address problems quickly and move to the next caller. In those cases, call length and waittime may be longer, but return calls are fewer.
Comparison of 311 Centers-Efficiency and Operations

Ci ty or
County

Populati on

Total Cal ls

Average
Annual Cal l
Handl ing
Ti me
(seconds)

Average
Wait Ti me
to Speak
wi th Live
Agent
(seconds)

152

120

5

185

166

17

2.6%

70

61

19.0%

117

24

1.4%

120

231

15.0%

189

27

7.7%

Average
Annual Cal l s
Per 100
Res idents

Bal ti more

636,919

970,937

1

890,515

1,648,087

Charl otte
Chi cago

2,853,114

4,136,505

151

754,885

288,527

38

Dal las

1,279,910

1,196,957

94

Denver

598,707

443,061

74

Detroit

912,062

238,123

26

Hous ton

2,242,193

2,256,511

101

Los Angel es

3,833,995

1,402,656

37

Miami -Dade

2,398,245

2,650,000

110

New York

8,363,710

18,707,436

224

Phi ladel phia

1,540,351

1,113,159

72

310,037

49,048

16

1,351,305

1,293,372

96

808,976

3,608,824

446

434,412

225,000

52

Col umbus

Pi ttsburgh
San Antoni o
San
Francis co
Vi rgi ni a
Beach
Medi an

96

2

Average % of Average % of
Call s
Cal l s
Abandoned
Trans ferred
Before Agent to Another
Answers
Department
3.0%

6.0%

33

11.5%

129

32

3.9%

90

60

12.7%

268

83

16.5%

228

18

3.6%

372

105

26.0%

24x7

35.0%

N/A

24x7
7a-8p MonFri *
6a-8p MonFri *
7a-8p MonFri; 8a-5p SatSun*
8a-5:30p
Mon-Fri*
6a-12a MonSun

40.0%

24x7

6.7%

6a-10p MonFri ;8a-5p Sat*

36.0%

24x7

21.0%
N/A

12.0%

18.6%
180

N/A

45.0%

100

N/A

8.4%

88

30

14.4%

80

18

11.0%

123

32

11.5%

6a-10p MonSun*

33.0%

42.5%
123

Hours of
Operati on

0.01%
13.0%
1.9%
28.0%

8a-8p MonFri ;9a-5p Sat*
8a-4:30p
Mon-Sun
7a-11p MonSun*
24x7
7a-11:30
Mon-Sun*

18.6%

1-Charlotte center also covers Mecklenburg County, N.C. 2-Based on 2009 total call volume *-Hours were reduced due to budget cuts
Source: ICMA/Philadelphia Research Initiative

Evaluation of City Call Centers

Page 22

Other Hampton Roads 311 Systems:

Virginia Beach is not the only locality in the region with a central call center to answer and respond to
citizen questions and requests for services. The City of Hampton and the City of Chesapeake both
provide different levels of service and technology to their citizens as well. Below is a detailed description
as to how they provide their services.
City of Hampton, VA
Hampton’s 311 call center enables its customer advocates (call takers) to jump start many nonemergency requests directly from their computer workstation. This capability, coupled with a scripted
response for many types of requests, enables the call takers to more directly manage the expectations
of the caller. For example, if a caller contacts 311 to complain about a missed garbage pickup, he or she
receives directions from the call taker about what to do and a timeframe of when they can expect a
resolution. While that is occurring, the call taker is processing a service request. The request goes
immediately to the Public Works Department, which will initiate the service delivery based on the
information provided. Minimal new costs were incurred to implement the 311 Customer Call Center.
First, a onetime capital outlay of approximately $300,000 was used to purchase equipment and refurbish a vacant courtroom for the facility. Hampton partnered with a few vendors to obtain enhanced
call center technologies. Verizon (then Bell Atlantic) developed the 311 service that resembles its 911
service.
The database for residents is based on geographic boundaries and when Hampton residents dial 311, it
is automatically routed to the call center. Furthermore, network servers, software and equipment were
needed to tie the call center into the various departments that provide direct service to residents. Web
interfaces and client software were installed to provide every possible piece of information available
electronically to the customer advocates. The call center also partnered with a vendor to provide a
‘knowledge management’ software package to house the vast amounts of information on service
processes and City events.
Only two new positions were created. Hampton did not have a ‘call center manager’ position; therefore,
a new position was established. The second position – the information manager – was established as a
liaison to departments to coordinate information.
Nine full-time positions were re-allocated to the call center from various City departments for the
customer advocate (call-taker) positions. This figure was arrived at after a detailed call volume analysis
was completed. The customer advocate positions were open for competition to City employees only.
The positions were competed for, to ensure selected candidates had good customer service skills,
background knowledge of City operations, and who wanted to be in this type of environment. A
minimum of new money for part-time call takers was necessary to cover weekends and holidays. The
center was able to use creative scheduling to cover the 3:00 p.m. to 11:00 p.m. shift with the original
nine positions, but 1.5 full time equivalent positions were needed for weekends and holidays.
The call center also employs a customer survey software package. After a customer completes his/her
request, the customer advocate asks if they would like to participate in a call center survey. The survey
is used to gain citizen feedback on call center operations. The call center has been operational since
September 1999, and the feedback has been overwhelmingly positive. Over 93% of survey participants
are reporting very good to excellent call center service and over 72% reporting improved impressions of
City services. Only 11% of the participants report an unchanged impression and the remaining 16% were
indifferent about the issue.
Evaluation of City Call Centers

Page 23

The City of Hampton provided a few key points when planning a 311 center with:
·

Personnel resources are already available within the organization. Accurate call volume analysis is
important to identifying positions to re-allocate to a call center.

·

Jurisdictions will need to make a one-time capital investment on equipment, software and location.
Close attention should be given to researching software and equipment.

·

Executive support and sponsorship for this project is pivotal to its success. Hampton’s call center is
strongly supported by the Mayor, Council and City Manager’s Office. The support and leadership
provided by these offices directly contributed to the project being successful. The City Manager’s
Office strongly supported the call center concept and made it clear that it would become a reality.
This executive sponsorship provided the support and leadership to help overcome obstacles as
needed.

·

Exceptional customer service is a philosophy and culture, not a buzzword. Hampton made a
commitment to exceed customer’s expectations, not just meet them.

·

Scripting services and information are key to providing accurate and timely information. Hampton
expended considerable time scripting services and information in all departments. Information
gathering is an ongoing and crucial aspect of call center effectiveness.

City of Chesapeake, VA
The City of Chesapeake launched a customer contact center in 2005, to provide citizens a single point of
contact for information and services. Citizens can call 382-CITY from 8:30 a.m. until 5 p.m., Monday
through Friday. Service requests can also be placed online. Previously, departments managed their own
requests for service. Staff in the center answers questions, routes requests for the responsible
department and follows up to ensure the work is completed and the citizen is notified. The center also
provides updates on the progress of service requests. Staff in each department can also use the system
to answer questions and place requests for citizens, even if the request is handled by another
department, minimizing the number of call transfers. In FY 2010-11 the customer contact center
received approximately 165,394 inbound calls and over 81,000 web intake solution requests that were
dispatched. The City of Chesapeake’s Operating Budget in FY 2010-11 to operate their customer contact
center is $641,486 and has 10.8 FTEs. Chesapeake’s customer contact center system was developed by
Motorola, Inc. Other cities currently using the system include Baltimore, MD; Chicago, IL; Dallas, Austin
and Houston, TX; and Minneapolis, MN.

311 Systems Nationally:

The following are discussions of how other localities across the country have utilized their 311 centers
for more than just taking calls as well as their experiences in implementing a 311/Citizen Response
Management (CRM) system.
New York City
New York City’s 311 (NYC 311) customer service center is the largest 311 in the nation. Launched in
March, 2003 over 68 million callers have since dialed 311 for non-emergency government information.
New Yorkers call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week to file complaints, find information, or connect to a City
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agency.
NYC 311 annual volume growth has risen from 8 million calls in the first full year, to over 15 million calls
in 2007. The role of NYC 311 has also grown and evolved since the launch, under the direction of
Commissioner Paul J. Cosgrave of the Department of Information Technology and Telecommunications
(DoITT). Commissioner Cosgrave was the architect of the Citywide “Plan IT”, the City’s first ever
comprehensive technology strategy for coordinated, effective and efficient citywide IT implementation,
with an overarching theme of customer service.
DoITT partners with other City agencies to expand existing programs and introduce new initiatives that
were not part of the initial 311 non-emergency government services only construct. This has changed
the way New York City delivers information, services and assistance to constituents, and changed the
way NYC 311 operates.
NYC 311 relies on its two most valuable assets to support delivery of City services: a team of call center
representatives trained to deliver customer service; and a customer service management system that
provides “content” for over 3,000 unique government services. A customer calling 311 does not need to
know what department will handle the inquiry or what procedure to follow to file a complaint. The
customer needs to only report their concern or state their need and the combination of staff and system
will service that customer, using a keyword search as a starting point. The experience begins with the
information and actions returned by that keyword search. Initially successful in directing a customer to
the correct City agency for information, NYC 311 has now expanded to provide more. For example, a
customer calling to inquire about food stamp availability can now be referred to a Health and Human
Services Intake & Referral specialist with access to additional information on Green Markets, available
food pantries, or financial assistance, in addition to fulfilling the original stated request. This expansion
allows DoITT to position NYC 311 as a centerpiece for City programs focused on health and human
services to provide referrals to City, State, and non-profit partners. City programs requiring outreach,
communications, or enrollment, leverage NYC 311 to achieve program objectives. These programs and
NYC 311’s adaptability help change the way New York City delivers information and services.
Kansas City, MO
In 1974, the City of Kansas City, Missouri created the “action center”, a City division created as a “onestop” shop for citizen service. However, the City continued to have many numbers for Citizens to call
and request services or report a non-emergency problem to the City. Several different departments had
staff that spent a great deal of time answering and directing telephone calls rather than focusing on the
core departmental services. Additionally, departments may have been receiving service requests from
more than one source, without a centralized system to track and manage calls and requests for service
or information. The results of this structure were frustrated citizens, lack of sufficient departmental staff
(leading to poor customer service), and poor organization, prioritization and tracking of calls and
services. In 2003, City staff began an assessment of the services and potential of the “action center”.
With the support of the City’s elected leadership, the City of Kansas City decided to implement a 311 call
center for the citizens of Kansas City. The single three digit number would be the access point for
citizens to reach City services and request information. Goals for the new system included enhanced
customer service from the call center and City departments; reduced number of non-emergency calls to
911; and improved reporting, tracking, and planning of requests and resources.
The project began in 2005, when various City call centers were centralized into the Action Center. In
October 2006, the 311 telephone number became active and in January 2007, the back end software
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was implemented (Oracle’s PeopleSoft Customer Relationship Management System) which handles the
tracking of the calls and service requests. Special effort was made to manage scope creep, track and
account for changes, and manage the schedule, team and vendors.
The 311 call center project was completed in three phases over a two year time period. The first efforts
involved consolidating call centers from various departments into a single location. The second phase
led to the implementation of the PeopleSoft CRM system, thereby replacing the City’s previous request
for services system. The third phase emphasized bringing additional departments who were receiving
citizen requests into the 311 call center. As part of the project, the project teams included organizational
change management and training for all departments and participants in the project. Departments
receiving requests for service through the PeopleSoft system were trained to receive and update
requests. City staff was also trained on the reporting and informational capabilities of the system. The
City’s executive management promoted both organizational and community support by implementing
internal and external marketing plans. City staff were provided assistance in moving to and utilizing the
new system.
Citizens are able to contact the 311 call center through a variety of means. The center is available via the
311 number for approximately 81 hours each week, including weekend hours. Citizens may also contact
the call center via the City website, fax, or in person at City Hall. All calls and requests are entered into
the PeopleSoft system, regardless of how the citizen made contact with the City. Once a service request
is received, the request is routed to the appropriate department for resolution. The responding
department completes the activity and enters the resolution into the PeopleSoft system. The citizen is
kept informed of the resolution and sent a follow-up survey to evaluate the services received from the
City.
The implementation of the 311 Call Center has produced benefits for citizens and City staff. Citizens
have a more streamlined approach when they need services from the City. They are ensured quality
customer service when they call the 311 center. The center staff are trained and qualified to offer
assistance and information to the citizens.
Citizens are using the 311 call center and realizing greater satisfaction with their interaction with the
City’s call center. The call center received nearly 400,000 calls in 2007 (up from 260,000 in 2005) and
continued to increase in 2008. City departments have also realized the benefits of the implementation.
The 311 call center now answers calls for general inquiries (calls previously handled by the City action
center); the Parks and Recreation Department; Public Works Department (Streets and Traffic, Solid
Waste, and Snow and Ice); Neighborhood and Community Service (Towed Vehicles and Animal Control);
Municipal Court; and the City switchboard. This consolidation allows the departmental staff to focus on
core departmental services and customers who must come to City Hall. City staff is also better able to
allocate resources due to the tracking of requests and calls. Call and request history has helped the City
understand issues and concerns that are important to the citizens. Departments now see and track the
number and type of important requests and are able to effectively allocate resources to citizens’ most
requested services and needs. The 311 call center will also be utilized by the City in disaster recovery
efforts. Plans were put in place to utilize the 311 call center (and a backup location) to provide resources
and assist the City in managing and recovering from potential disasters.
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Greensboro, NC
As the City grew, call volumes had increased to the point where separate pockets of staff who received
calls for a specific department or division were not able to efficiently and consistently handle the calls
that came to them. Residents were complaining about not being able to talk to a real person, or that
they were being passed around from one person to the next when they had a problem to solve, or that
they waited too long in a queue before being connected. There was no central database of information
for the City, and the growing size of the City itself, as well as the expansion of the staff for the municipal
government, was resulting in a more separated and specialized organization where individual employees
often did not have a good grasp about who did what outside their own area.
The City published over 400 different telephone numbers in the “blue pages” of the local phone
directory. Most residents did not know who to call to report problems or to ask questions. In order to
make it easier to receive services and information, the City began implementation of a centralized
contact center to receive resident requests and ensure that the inquiries are effectively addressed. Since
many of these result in requests for service, it was crucial to integrate with the work order systems used
by the operational areas. A group of City leaders, led by one of the assistant City managers, began to
build the vision of a centralized contact center to respond to requests and concerns. In 2003, the
combination of the switch to a VoIP phone solution, and the decision to move forward to consolidate
the work order systems used by the various operating areas of the City set the stage for the creation of
the long envisioned Contact center. With the full support of the City Manager’s Office and a select group
of department heads, a cross departmental committee was formed to determine the scope, the steps
and the process by which the vision could become reality. Other centers were surveyed and visited, and
a plan was prepared.
The committee determined the following:
·

Positions would be moved from other departments where calls were being answered to provide
positions for the new division. Only two positions would be created, a manager’s position, and that
of an information analyst.

·

Operational departments would be the first “clients”, followed by those departments whose needs
were primarily informational.

·

Departments were allowed to self select for inclusion in the contact center. (Early adopters were the
Transportation Department and the Solid Waste Division.)

·

Excellence in customer service would be an over arching goal, and would dictate the decisions that
would be made in selecting/developing technology and personnel.

In July of 2004, the City of Greensboro received the first calls into its new contact center. Underpinning
the center’s startup is a complex integration of technology that includes the contact Center application
itself, a new enterprise wide asset and work order management system tied together using geographic
information system technology. From a customer service perspective, the goal of the contact center is to
provide residents with a single number they can call when needing any non-emergency question
answered or service provided. While two-thirds of the calls coming into the center seek answers to
questions (i.e. hours of operations, guidelines on recycling, etc.), the remaining calls surround concerns
that necessitate the provision of services by an operating department. An important aspect of the
center’s application was the creation of a “knowledge base” that would guide the call taker during their
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interaction with customers. This is an essential aspect of the application since a call taker is expected to
be knowledgeable on a countless number of services offered by the City.
Once things were working smoothly for the Transportation Department, some small divisions within the
City asked to be included in the contact center. These included the main desk and maintenance
department for the Parks & Recreation department, code enforcement calls, and internal maintenance
calls for some City facilities (light bulb out, temperature not right, etc). Because these groups were not
yet using Infor/EAM, their work orders were “skeleton” versions, and were sent to them via E-mail, a
function that was embedded into the contact center application. In March 2005, the next large
Infor/EAM user, Solid Waste, came online and began using Infor/EAM to receive and route their work
orders. This caused call volumes to double, and the seven customer service representatives (CSRs) were
now seeing busy days filled with calls and work orders.
The Water Resources Department had long been viewed as the only other group in the City who would
retain their own call handling function. Their work was specialized, involving calls regarding water billing
accounts, and required another separate software application and much policy and procedure
information that was not replicated elsewhere. However, as their volumes also increased, they felt a
need to increase staff. In a tight budget situation, it was determined that this need could best be met by
rolling their calls into the contact center. A nine month effort to train all the CSRs on the new system, as
well as the policies and procedures necessary for handling these calls, and to add four additional
positions to the center to handle the workload. Interestingly, most of the people who had been doing
the job in Water Resources chose to take other positions in that department, and only one person with
experience in the job came to the contact Center.
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City of Virginia Beach Call Centers
Below is a summary of the call centers evaluated for this study. As the table below indicates, not all call
centers are the same, and costs can vary depending on such factors as the annual costs associated with
the technologies they utilize. A detailed discussion of each center is included in the next section.

City Of Virginia Beach Primary Call Centers
Call Center
Human Services
Parks & Recreation
Public Utilities
Public Works Operations

Staffing Hours
8 a.m. - 5 p.m. (M-F)
7 a.m. - 5 p.m. (M-F)
8 a.m. - 5 p.m. (M-F)
8 a.m. - 5 p.m. (M-F)
7 a.m. - 5:30 p.m. (M-W,Th)
Public Works Waste Management
8 a.m. - 5 p.m. (M-F)
311 Call Center
7 a.m. - 11:30 p.m. (Daily)

Total FTE's Available
Annual Cost for Call Center Activities *
$130,000
2.05
$135,764
1.60
$915,000
14.00
$76,270
2.50
$334,220

8.00

$787,881

18.00

* FTE's a re computed by multiplying the number of empl oyees in the ca l l center by the percent of time each
empl oyee a ctual ly a ddres si ng ci ti zen reques ts . For exa mple, if 50% of an empl oyee's time i s s pent a ddres s ing
reques ts , then the FTE woul d be .50.

Current Technology:
The Hansen Work Order System:
This system is used internationally to assist government agencies in tracking and maintaining assets. For
the City of Virginia Beach, it is employed primarily by the Public Works Operations Division, the Public
Utilities Operations Division, and the Department of Parks and Recreation.
For Public Utilities, the Operations Division uses Hansen to track assets in the utility system and to
generate maintenance and repair field service orders. In addition, the Business Division has a limited
interface between Banner CIS and Hansen in order to generate tap installation orders for new properties
being constructed in Virginia Beach. Because the Operations Division performs the tap installations, it
was necessary to generate service orders in Hansen for the work to be completed and updated. Once
the work has been completed and updated in Hansen, the interface relays the necessary information
back to Banner CIS in order for the Business Division to complete the new account set up and to initiate
billing for utility services.
The Department of Public Works, Division of Highways, Operations Management, and Traffic
Management use Hansen to track citizen calls related to all inquiries in the citizen relationship
management module, including roadway and storm system issues (approximately 700-1,200 calls per
month); to track street, storm, and equipment assets using various asset modules; and to track asset
maintenance work, preventative maintenance work, inspections and all associated costs tied to
infrastructure in the work management module. The Operations Management customer service bureau
in particular takes calls from citizens for various reasons, from general inquiries to FEMA activity related
calls, and creates a service request in the Hansen system. After the service request is investigated, a
specific asset work order is generated and linked to the service request. City Manager inquiries are also
tracked in the citizen relationship management module and all information related to the inquiry is
stored and linked to the service request.
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For Parks and Recreation, the Hansen system captures all of the work done at a site. When a citizen is
calling for information or a status on a service request, the information is readily available. It allows for
multiple users to be in the system at the same time and to have all work and assets captured in the
same system.
The Banner System:
The Banner system is a combined customer information system between the Department of Public
Utilities and the Department of Public Works customer information and billing system. It is used to set
up, bill, and collect on all accounts, and to annually generate and update nearly 150,000 service orders,
such as scheduled service turn-ons, turn-offs, delinquent turn-offs, and high bill checks.
Symposium Automated Call Distribution (ACD) System:
Symposium is the City’s enterprise automatic call distribution (ACD) system. It’s used to manage
incoming calls and distributes them to the next available call center representative. In addition, the ACD
system provides many reporting features that are used to monitor the overall performance of the call
center as well as each individual agent.
Interactive Voice Response (IVR) System:
This system allows callers to select from a menu of choices through the phone, including receiving
information on and managing their utility accounts, without having to speak live with a customer service
representative. The use of IVR has reduced the number of calls requiring a customer service
representative and has allowed the CSR’s to focus their efforts on more complex customer issues.
Microsoft Access:
This is database software that is used by the Public Works Waste Management Division to capture
service request information provided by citizens. The various databases being used are:
Work order database - This is where the Customer Service Representatives enter the
information from the calls, e-mails, and walk-ins, including requests for service and service
issues. Information from the database is also used for historical research.
Trailer database – CSR’s check this database for scheduling and enter the information for rental
of the yard waste trailers.
Trash can and recycling cart database – CSR’s check this database for scheduling and enter the
information for delivery of trash cans and recycling carts.

VB 311 Citizen Services Center
Mission and Description of Service:
The mission of Virginia Beach 311 Citizen Services Center (VB 311) is to provide efficient, accurate,
qualitative, and professional processing of citizen service requests, non-emergency and City information
requests. This is accomplished via multiple communication channels such as telephone, online
assistance, email, fax, print, radio dispatching, and emergency notifications. VB 311 assists various City
agencies such as the Real Estate Assessor’s Office, Code Enforcement, and “after hours” Public Utilities,
Parks and Recreation and Public Works with their information and service requests.
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VB 311 receives about 225,000 calls annually. The service was created to offload non-emergency calls
from the City’s 911 center to decrease the burden on the 911 system and reduce delays in answering
times. In addition, 311 is a simple, easy to remember telephone number that serves as a single point of
contact for citizens to obtain City information and services. Residents and visitors can access VB 311 via
phone and online (live chat and email) through the City’s web site, and walk in service is also available,
Monday through Friday, during the City’s normal operating hours. On a rotating basis, some employees
are assigned to phone inquiries while others are assigned to inquiries submitted online.
Emergency Notifications (called VBAlert or “reverse 911”) are handled by VB 311 personnel during their
normal operating hours. VBAlert is a software and telephony system used to disseminate public safety
and emergency related warnings, alerts and notifications to the public, City employees, volunteers, and
related groups via a pre-recorded telephone message. After hours, VB 911 personnel handle the alerts.
For service needs involving Public Works Highways (e.g., potholes) and Public Utilities (e.g., sewer
overflow), Parks and Recreation (e.g., trees) after hours until 11:30 p.m., crews are contacted via radio
from VB 311.
The statistics below show how many calls VB 311 has handled each year over the past few years:

Summary of Virginia Beach 311 Calls by Type
Types of Calls
311

Walk-Ins
Emails

FY 2010
100,857

16,583

39,961

38,551

35,783

3,873

N/A

N/A

N/A

1,118
841

411
425

N/A
405

N/A
450

14,768

22,600

27,857

24,132

N/A

7,797

8,126

14,784

N/A

21,579

21,567

8,069

N/A

18,165

17,650

17,953

N/A

3,943

3,756

3,531

N/A
176,651
78%

1,793
227,005
78%

1,703
247,351
74%

2,049
207,608
N/A

FY 2007
139,468

Animal Control
Beach-Line

Number of Calls
FY 2008 FY 2009
110,331 127,736

1

2

3

Online Assistance

4
5

Code Enforcement

6

Real Estate Assessor
Tows

7

Public Utilities

7

7

Public Works
Total
% of Calls Resolved on First Call
1

Sta ti s ti cs col l ecte d a s of Ma rch 6, 2007.

2

Di s connecte d i n 2007.

3

Si nce movi ng i nto the ECCS bui l di ng i n Dece mber 2007, VB 311 ha s been on the 2nd fl oor,
whi ch a s re s ul te d i n a l mos t no wa l k-i n tra ffi c
4

Sta ti s ti cs col l ecte d a s of Decembe r 1, 2003.

5

Sta ti s ti cs col l ecte d a s of Augus t 2, 2007.

Evaluation of City Call Centers

Page 31

·
·
·

Types of Calls Received by the VB 311 Call Center
How to pay a speeding ticket
· Requesting a bulky item pick up
How to apply for a City position
· Wanting to know the owners of a real estate
property
How much is a personal property bill is
· Wanting to extend library books due date

Currently, the 311 system offers an online survey to get customer feedback for those who use online
assistance. Approximately 9% of the surveys are completed. There are plans to move forward with
enhanced technology to record citizen interactions both through login recordings and screenshot
analysis.
Performance Measures:
The following are the most recent VB 311 performance measures reported by the Department of
Emergency Communications and Citizen Services:

VB 311 Performance Measures
Performance Measures
311 Average Wait Time (in seconds)*
% of Calls Handled without Transfer
# of Service Requests Handled for City Agencies
# of 311 Online Inquiries

Actual
FY 2008
27.5
76
33,815
22,600

Actual
FY 2009
17.8
74
34,206
27,857

Actual
FY 2010
15.8
74
31,133
24,312

Est.
FY 2011
20.0
74
30,195
22,875

*The estimated Average Wait Time shown for FY 2011 is the targeted maximum time. Based on anticipated reductions in service
requests and online inquiries, the actual average wait time for FY 2011 is expected to be less than 20 seconds.

Budget and Staffing:
VB 311 has 16 full-time employees, including four Supervisors, at a cost of $787,881. The service is
staffed between 7:00 a.m. and 11:30 p.m. every day. During the hours of 11:30 p.m. and 7:00 a.m.,
callers receive a message directing them to the City’s main web site (www.vbgov.com), and are advised
of the operating hours to reach a “live” person. A typical call can be handled in a little over a minute.
Findings:
Several improvements have been recommended by the Department of ECCS to enhance the efficiency
and effectiveness of the current 311 system, including the following:
·

Locate all department forms in one place on the City’s web site to make it easier for the citizens to
submit service requests and to make it easier for the call takers to find forms to complete for
citizens or to direct citizens to where the forms are located. It should be noted that an enterprise
web portal has been developed by ComIT and is already in use by the Department of Public Utilities.
The web portal provides the potential for citizens to conduct business with any department within
the city via the portal, using a single login. The Department of Public Utilities uses the portal to
allow customers to securely access their account information via the new Public Utilities Online
Services application.

·

Add to the system the ability to capture call and online inquiry information for management to
analyze customer service, call times, accuracy of information provided, etc.
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·

Convert to fiber optic network or more advance broadband to speed up online research for
information and decrease the time needed to resolve requests.

·

Enhance the department’s capabilities. The capabilities of the current system is sufficient to handle
the number of calls received annually, but does not allow VB 311 to take on some of the service
requests for other departments, which could improve the efficiency of overall City service, without
system changes and/or upgrades.

·

Co-locate or combine resources from the various City call centers to reduce duplication, save
personnel and equipment costs, and deliver a consistent response throughout the City.

·

Arrange for a business process analysis and personnel allocation analysis to be conducted to
determine the potential cost savings associated with having a one-stop citizen resolution center
where the majority of citizen inquires can be entered and resolved.

·

Incorporate the current Hansen system in use by multiple departments into the 311 call center to
allow us to complete a speedier transition based on our current resources.

·

Market “311” if system capacity is increased. If the City were to implement a full service 311 system
and increased the types of requests that could be handled by the system, more concerted marketing
of the 311 number would be needed than is being done now. Examples include bumper stickers on
every City vehicle and citing the 311 number on each City bill. The main numbers of the primary
service departments (Public Works, Public Utilities, Human Services, and Parks and Recreation)
should then be pointed to 311 to relieve the administrative employees in those service departments
of answering citizen inquiries and requests.

·

Allow cell phone users to reach the center by dialing “311”. At this time landline users can dial “311”
and reach VB 311 directly; however, cell phone users must dial 385-3111. VB 311 is working with the
center’s vendors to make it easier for cell phone users to reach the center. One of the larger
vendors is in the process of changing their wireless protocol to allow 311 to be dialed direct from
wireless devices. Direct dial from wireless devices will evolve into Smartphone “Apps”, which will
allow those using mobile devices to complete immediate requests for service, and may include text,
pictures, and video to assist with service resolution.

·

Incorporate a reporting tool that displays the service level responses based on varying types of
requests received daily, weekly, monthly, etc. This presents a scorecard of current processes and
resources used, giving the ability to adjust and improve the response. (A CRM system does this).

·

Include in the system the ability to assign tracking numbers to citizen requests to allow citizens to
follow the disposition of their requests, and a follow-up number for a citizen to call if not satisfied
with the service. (A CRM system does this).

·

Develop internal dashboards that show performance and an external scorecard for citizens to see
the City’s service performance. (A CRM system does this).

In light of the previously offered suggestions to make the current 311 system more efficient and
effective and to improve the capacity of the system, ECCS is requesting in the FY 2011-12 Capital
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Improvement Program $186,597 for a project to determine the functional requirements for subsequent
acquisition of an CRM system. This system will enable the City to track and report on the situation,
outcomes, and trends of citizen contact on varying levels (e.g., individual citizen, neighborhood, voting
district, etc.) and would include its own work order capabilities or interfaced with work order systems
being used in other departments. The requested funding is for a study only, and it is anticipated that
additional funding would be requested in the future for the actual acquisition of the reporting system.
The CRM would give the executive management of the City a better assessment of common citizen
needs and requests. The City would for the first time have a “neighborhood picture” that will include an
assessment of the citizen contacts that are received through the City’s multiple contact points
(telephone, walk-in, online assistance, email, etc.). It would also provide an executive dashboard of upto-date information, with reporting capabilities that will assist in the strategic decisions for customer
service delivery.
The directors of the Departments of Public Works and Human Services have requested that VB 311 take
over specific service requests and handle main incoming calls of those departments, which would free
up employees for other duties. VB 311 has requested the opportunity to pilot one of these large
agencies to test the abilities (City and departments) to adequately handle this increase. More details on
this proposal are provided in the Recommendations section of this report.

Public Works Waste Management Call Center:
Mission and Description of Service:
The Waste Management call center supports the Waste Management Division’s mission of protecting
the health and safety of the community, as well as improving quality of life by providing reliable, high
quality, environmentally responsible and cost effective waste management services. With over 124,000
residences served by waste collections every week, customer service is central to the success of the
operation, and the call center strives to meet or exceed citizen expectations. Since the services of the
Waste Management Division are provided directly to the citizens of the City, it is important for citizens
to be able to contact Waste Management directly to inquire about the delivery of services, to request
and schedule services and to seek prompt resolution for service issues.
The call center handles about 154,000 phone calls and about 32,000 emails each year, and provides
service to approximately 1,800 walk-in customers each year. About 90% of the phone calls are Waste
Management related. The remaining 10% are calls pertaining to services provided by other agencies.
Residents who call after hours and on holidays are provided with recorded general information.
Residents can also obtain information, send emails, and submit a request (e.g., for a bulk item pick-up)
at any time from the Waste Management website. Responses to the resident are sent the following
business day.
Based on the number of service requests (phone calls and e-mails) the complaint average is about 3%
for the entire division. Conversations with the Waste Management staff indicate that most of the
complaints are concerning field issues and not the call center and that they receive compliments on a
regular basis and complaints are very infrequent. No customer surveys have been conducted specifically
for the call center.
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·
·

·

Types of Calls Received by the Public Works Waste Management Call Center
General inquiries about services and
· Waste collection container purchases and yard
regulations (waste and recycling).
waste container rentals – The customer
service representative (CSR) provides
information, reviews regulations with the
Requests for bulky item collection – The call
customer, schedules deliveries, and follows
taker provides information, reviews
financial recording procedures.
regulations with customer and schedules
pickup.
· Requests for presentations – recycling and
Waste Management services.
Requests for information regarding meetings,
programs and special events – Examples are
the Clean Community Commission, the Storm · Calls for other City offices and outside
Water Marker Program, America Recycles,
agencies – The call taker provides referral
and the Fall Fun Day.
information and transfers calls when possible.

·

Calls from other City offices and outside
agencies – The call taker provides
information, contacts field personnel,
schedules services and provides updates.

·

Calls from field personnel – The call taker
provides information, contacts residents or
other agencies, and conducts research.

·

Service issues – The call taker documents
information in the database, checks historical
information, immediately contacts the
appropriate supervisor, may need to recontact the resident, and follows up to ensure
the issue was resolved.

Performance Measures:
The following are the most recent Waste Management Call Center performance measures:
Performance Measures
Phone Inquiries
Complaints
Emails
Trailer Bookings
Bulk Item Requests
Average Seconds on Hold*

FY 2008
178,829
6,774
0
5,436
129,807
22

FY 2009
154,883
6,028
25,032
4,048
116,590
26

FY 2010
154,607
6,117
32,262
3,964
112,688
38

*Wa i t ti me ha s i ncrea sed beca use of va ryi ng pers onnel l evel s a nd
unus ua l events , s uch a s the November 2009 Nor'ea s ter.

Budget and Staffing:
Four full-time employees work on a rotating flex shift basis, with one employee each week providing
service from 7:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Monday through Thursday; four other full-time employees provide
service from 8:00 a.m. through 5:00 p.m. Monday through Friday (except holidays). Based on salaries
and benefits of current employees, the annual cost to operate the call center is $334,220.
Findings:
The Waste Management call center has implemented efficiency and effectiveness measures to ensure
that sufficient coverage is provided to address questions, concerns, and service requests from citizens.
As a result of a shortage of personnel first thing in the morning – when the large volume of overnight
emails need to be addressed, call volume is high, and field personnel may need assistance – the call
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center expanded the availability of personnel by scheduling one CSR on a rotating basis to work a fourday work week from 7:00 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. By arriving early, that CSR can begin responding to e-mails,
input edits from Tidewater Fibre (the recycling contractor), enter faxed work order requests from code
enforcement, assist field personnel, and quickly resolve service issues reported overnight, thereby
providing good, prompt, and effective customer service.
Any alternatives to the current means of providing the service need to take into consideration that the
CSR’s are an active and vital part of the collection service delivery process. CSR’s need to accurately
determine if and how service can be delivered for a wide variety of items based on communications with
the residents. Additionally, it is critical that the information exchanged between residents and the CSR
be consistent with service delivered by the field crews. Waste Management receives a high number of
citizen compliments due to the dedication of staff, and the desire to fulfill commitments to citizens.
Making decisions in the office that are consistent with the decisions made in the field requires a
significant interaction between office and field staff.
In addition, besides responding to phone calls, e-mails and radio transmissions, the CSR’s assist a large
number of walk-in customers. CSR’s are also responsible for entering information into various
databases, performing financial recording procedures for the sale of trash containers and rentals of yard
waste containers, preparing assignments for the field crews and ensuring service issues have been
resolved by Collections and Tidewater Fibre.

Public Works Operations Call Center:
Mission and Description of Service:
The mission of the Public Works Operations Call Center is to provide timely and accurate responses to
questions, concerns, and service requests pertaining to all functions of operations, including
infrastructure maintenance and repairs and asset management. Administrative support staff serves as
the call center for the division and provide a central point in the Department of Public Works where
internal and external customer reports of public right-of-way infrastructure deficiencies are received
and information is processed/managed through completion and close out in the Hansen work
order/asset management system1. This support is a consolidation of functions and resources that were
previously dispersed throughout the 15 bureaus currently being served. A single enterprise software
package provides continuity, standard records management, and communication thread throughout the
organization.
The work associated with service requests include receiving citizen reports of infrastructure deficiencies
via telephone, internet, or in person; discernment of the appropriate level of service; data entry of
pertinent service information; discernment and dispatching of the appropriate work center and/or
assigning services requests; and tracking and managing requests in the Hansen work order system.
External contacts are recorded through a service request process where data and valuable information
is gathered, evaluated, recorded, and administered. Administrative support personnel, through a team
effort, utilize technical knowledge, skills, and abilities, to provide a systematic approach in processing
information and take the required action to obtain optimum results for their customers.
1

Administrative support staff also provides support for 15 bureaus, including processing payroll and personnel issues;
managing accounts receivable, payable, and purchasing; conducting infrastructure data research, gathering and reporting;
developing microcomputer applications; and providing clerical support for operations leadership staff.
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The clerks receive approximately 11,000 service requests from citizens and City employees annually.
Reports of infrastructure deficiencies are received through phone calls from citizens; City employees;
calls transferred from VB 311, 911, and other City agencies; walk-ins; and via the City’s 800MHz radio
system. The number of incoming calls increase substantially just prior to and after inclement weather
event. These clerks provide essential functions for the Public Works Operations Control Center during
severe weather events and during times when the City Emergency Operations Center is activated.
Public Works Operations balances the workload of the administrative support between work input
control and administrative support in order to optimize the performance of the work center. The
functions of the clerks have become closely linked to service providers as well as internal and external
customers. Customer service efficiency combines the use of the appropriate information management
system, the presence of skilled/knowledgeable personnel, as well as direct access to supervisors. When
receiving a call, the clerks actively listen to the caller so that they can tailor their approach, discern the
propriety of City services, and clarify what the next steps should be, depending on the type of report
received.
Administrative support personnel, when engaged in responding to reports of infrastructure deficiencies
either telephonically or through an online request, take ownership of each request, meaning they give
their names and contact number in the event the citizen wishes to inquire about the status of their
request in the future. Input is provided directly from the citizen into the Hansen system by a centralized,
consolidated work center servicing 15 distinct bureaus of three divisions in Public Works Operations. Via
Public Works customer support, the call center receives frequent compliments on courtesy and the
timeliness of processing service requests.
Examples of the variety of calls typically received by the Public Works Operations Call Center include the
following:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

Types of Calls Received by the Public Works Operations Call Center
Flooding, and drainage issues
· Traffic sign damage
Road closure signs needed
· Traffic Signal outages, malfunctions, or
damage
BMP inspections and maintenance
· Bridge repair
Pavement markings
· Barricades needed
Debris in roadway
· Street lights out of service
Pot holes
· Snow and Ice Removal
Street sweeping
· Miss Utility calls
Trees down or on power lines
· Graffiti
Special Events information
· Customer inquiries on status of service
Waste Management Pick Up Schedules
requests
Referral calls from 311 and other City
agencies
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Performance Measures:
The following information is available for the period December 2009 through November 2010:

Call Center Statistics
December 2009 - November 2010
Total # of Calls answered by PW Customer Support*
Average Wait Time in Queue
Percentage of Calls Abandoned prior to answer**
Average Length of Call (Talk Time)

18,811
18 seconds
21%
2:03 minutes

*I ncl udi ng s ervi ce reque s ts .
**Affected by unus ua l cl i ma ti c events , s uch a s the Nove mber 2009 Nor'e a s ter.

Budget and Staffing:
The total salaries of the five clerks in administrative support are $152,540; however, since
approximately 50% of their time is dedicated to work input control and 50% is devoted to administrative
support, the true cost to answer and document service requests is approximately $76,270 annually.
Findings:
Customer service and efficiency are both effectively served when the reason for calling can be swiftly
and satisfactorily fulfilled. It can be more challenging when it is an unusual or complicated request or
complaint, or part of a previously reported request. These cases are handled efficiently and effectively
because administrative support personnel are empowered to do what is necessary and appropriate for
the satisfaction of the caller. Those personnel have autonomy and the technical knowledge, skills, and
abilities, to provide a systematic approach in processing information and to take the required action to
obtain optimum results for their customers. This allows for more first time resolutions, thereby
improving both efficiency and customer service, in addition to making the job more varied, and giving
the employee a sense of satisfaction for quickly resolving a problem.
The administrative support personnel are critical to the mission of maintaining the City’s infrastructure
through documentation of citizens, City employees, and visitor service requests, and providing
administrative support functions in maintaining Hansen data for cost reimbursement from the Virginia
Department of Transportation. Through each clerk’s technical knowledge, skills, abilities, and experience
in Public Works Operations, pertinent information is obtained through perceptive questioning and
relative information relayed to crews that provides a more accurate and efficient picture of the
problem.

Parks and Recreation Call Center
Mission and Description of Service:
The mission of the Parks and Recreation call center, otherwise known as the customer service and
support center (CSSC) and located in the Landscape Management Division, is to route requests for
landscaping services and general information, including Parks and Recreation Administration (385-1100),
to the appropriate individual in the Department. They act as a clearinghouse for operations information;
and to provide administrative support for the Landscape Management Division.
Many of the services of the Parks and Recreation Department are delivered directly to citizens, so the
department deemed it important to provide a means for citizens to request services and receive the
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most current and accurate information. The call center is the primary point of contact for citizens who
wish to make contact with the department.
Each year the CSSC handles about 1,300 requests for information and approximately 6,800 service
requests, with the three main sources being telephone, online (via email and web forms), and the
Schools service request system. The Parks and Recreation Department feels that direct customer contact
enhances service delivery.
Phones are manned from 7:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. Monday through Friday, and the system will receive
voice messages after hours, on weekends, and on holidays. There is no formal training, with new
employees being trained by current staff.
·
·
·

Types of Calls Received by the Parks and Recreation Call Center
Shelter reservation inquiries
· Before and after school program and account
questions
Recreation center membership and program
information
· Reporting view obstructions
Reporting hazardous trees
· Reporting tall grass or other landscape issues

Departmental surveys measure overall quality of service provided by the Department of Parks and
Recreation, and are not specific to the call center. Approximately 25 customers (excluding School and
other regularly maintained municipal sites) are selected at random each month to receive a customer
service survey. If no address is available, the customer is called.
Twice a year contacts at each of the School and other regularly maintained municipal sites are surveyed.
Overall survey results indicate service delivery is “very good”.
Performance Measures:
The department has indicated that at this time only the following performance measure is available
specifically for the CSSC:

Call Center Requests for Service
FY 09 FY 10
Requests for Service
5,553 6,751
Budget and Staffing:
The CSSC is staffed with three office assistants – who work 50% of their time taking calls and 50% of
their time providing administrative support2 – and an account clerk who provides back-up coverage
(10% of her time). The annual cost to operate the call center is $135,764.
Findings:
The department is in the process of creating a business process manual that should reduce the learning
curve of new staff and assist the call center with keeping abreast of business process changes. Now that
2

Administrative duties include training-related activities, mailing customer service surveys to each of the Schools and other
municipal sites, maintaining documentation for the Landscape Management Division, entering data into division systems,
CURED board-related activities, and filing.

Evaluation of City Call Centers

Page 39

Parks and Recreation is using the Hansen work order system, opportunities exist to make overall
department operations more effective and to provide coordination at a later time among the various
call centers that are using the Hansen system.

Public Utilities Call Center
Mission and Description of Service:
The mission of the Department of Public Utilities is to provide water and sewer service to the urban
areas of Virginia Beach. The call center, housed in the Business division of Public Utilities, directly
supports that mission as a first line point of contact for citizens calling to establish service or inquiring
about their water, sewer, and storm water service and bills associated with those services. Examples
include calls to start or stop service, high bill complaints, bill adjustment requests, payment extension
requests, and calls related to service disconnection due to delinquency. In addition, web-based
application allows customers to submit online service requests to start and end service, and is
integrated with the customer billing system.
The call center handles 150,000 calls each year, for an average of about 600 calls daily. (When call
volume is unusually high, some personnel from the adjacent Public Utilities billing section will assist in
taking calls.) Customer service representatives primarily handle calls associated with the water, sewer,
and storm water services or bills and are required to have extensive knowledge of the Banner customer
information system (CIS) application. Customer service representatives must also acquire a skill set
beyond Banner due to the system interfacing with other applications and to perform daily job functions
(such as verifying payments). These applications include, but may not be limited to, the following:
·

Hansen – the work order system

·

Turbo Retrieve – used to look at images of checks for payments received by Treasurer’s Office

·

RACS ProVal – used to determine property ownership

·

iNovah – used to look at payment detail for payments received through the Treasurer’s Office

·

Accurant – search tool that uses data such as social security number, name, address, etc. to provide
information about a customer

·

HRSD (Hampton Roads Sanitation District) System – interfaces with the Public Utilities systems to
provide automatic transfers of information in order for HRSD to bill customers for wastewater
treatment services

·

Midas Radio Log – web-based dispatcher log used to track work orders called out to our water
service inspectors and meter mechanics

·

Symposium – the Automated Call Distribution (ACD) system

·

VBLand Records (Clerk of Court’s web page) – provides information on marriage licenses, legal
activity, property ownership, etc.
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·

PU Water Admin Module – web-based tool used to process customer requests made via the web,
and used by CSR’s to query customer information and process customer requests in Banner

·

Western Union-Speedpay – third-party vendor that processes payments made by customers over
the phone

·

E-check (City’s version of online bill pay) – one-time payment service provided by the Treasurer’s
office through a payment vendor called Online Resources in association with Bank of America

·

Rapid Pay – method customers use to make internet payments via their bank

Inquiries can be submitted via the internet. The customer service representatives respond to the webbased questions with same day turnaround. At least four hours a day is dedicated to processing
customer web inquiries that require a CSR’s attention. CSR’s average five minutes per call for talk time,
but it is not uncommon for a new set-up or transfer to take 12 minutes or more. A complex billing issue
may take 20 minutes or more.
The call center has utilized an interactive voice response (IVR) application since 2008. The menu-based
IVR handles 20% of all incoming calls. The 600 call average referenced above refers to calls that come
through the ACD that have not been resolved through IVR. (Some IVR services are self-serve.) Because
many simple requests can be handled automatically through IVR, the CSRs are largely tasked with
addressing more complex issues that cannot be handled through IVR. There was once a time where skill
based routing allowed the call center to direct simpler calls, like extension requests and general
information requests, to less seasoned CSRs. Now that IVR handles many of those calls, the majority of
calls received for the CSRs are more complex. The IVR application is integrated with the billing system
and the admin module to provide for “screen popping.” The screen popping feature allows CSRs to
automatically access a customer’s account by leveraging information that the customer has entered into
the IVR application. Screen popping enables the CSR to access the account more quickly and shaves
valuable seconds off the average time it takes to process a call.
Since IVR’s inception in March 2008, more than 50,000 payment extensions have been processed
through the automated service. That averages out to a number approaching the equivalent amount of
calls reasonably expected to be answered by 1.5 FTEs within the call center.
A comparison of call center statistics comparing May 2007 (pre-IVR) with April 2010 (postimplementation) reveals the following:
·
·
·
·

81% of all calls presented are answered, as opposed to 56% pre-IVR.
The number of abandoned calls has been reduced by half.
Average caller wait times have been reduced by almost half in comparison to pre-IVR wait times.
Two percent of callers currently experience a busy signal, as opposed to 22% of all callers prior to
IVR.

In September 2008, the business division established an outbound dialing service to send recorded
payment reminder phone calls to delinquent customers several days prior to their scheduled date for
service disconnection. The automated calling service also provides customers with the option of making
an immediate automated clearing house (ACH), credit card, or debit card payment through a third-party
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vendor. In addition to reducing the frustration and inconvenience customers experience from water
service interruption, this technological enhancement has lowered the number of delinquent service
orders and related calls coming into the call center. To date, the number of delinquent cut-off service
orders has declined by 20%.
In July 2009, Public Utilities implemented a web-based customer self-service application and
administrative module to provide customers with 24/7 access to account information, and enabling
customers to:
·
·
·
·
·
·
·
·

View account balances and other account information
View and print billing statements
View consumption history
Process a payment extension
Update account contact information
Submit requests to start, stop, or transfer service
Track the status of service requests and view messages from or send messages to Public Utilities
Request a bill adjustment for a repaired leak

To date, more than 10,000 customers have enrolled their accounts, and those customers have initiated
some 42,000+ actions on the site that did not require a CSR. Included in this are automated payment
extension requests, phone number updates, and customer views of information such as account
information, billing history, and consumption history.
The administrative module developed for managing and processing these online customer service
requests enables Public Utilities to better manage electronic customer communications and meet their
one-day response goals. The “admin” module is integrated to Banner CIS, and provides CSR’s with the
ability to efficiently process service requests through stored procedures that eliminate manual
processing steps. CSR’s take advantage of the work and keystrokes already performed by the
customers, and they are simply able to transfer information to Banner CIS and generate related service
orders with a few clicks of the mouse. In addition, the admin module provides the management team
with a host of operational reports and features a “dashboard” to provide at-a-glance updates of
completed and pending service requests.
On average, new call takers require eight weeks of training before they are released to answer calls on
their own. Even after they are released, it is a year or more before most can comfortably answer and
address all inquires that come their way, due to the variety and complexity of the issues. Nearly
150,000 service orders are generated annually through the Banner customer information system and
are completed by the Business Division’s water service inspections group.
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Performance Measures:
The following information is available for calendar year 2008 and 2009:

Symposium Call Distribution System Statistics
Value
Calls Presented for the year
Calls Answered
Average # of calls answered per hour
Average Wait Time
Average Talk Time
Abandons
Calls Routed to Busy

2008
197,119
124,695
5.69
0:04:18
0:04:33
42,122
30,302

2009
179,453
128,374
5.24
0:03:40
0:04:53
38,955
12,124

Budget and Staffing:
There are 15 staff positions dedicated to this function – one supervisor and 14 account clerks (when fully
staffed). Including materials, supplies, phones, and office space, this function costs approximately
$915,000 annually. Customer service is provided from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. during normal workdays.
Findings:
The success of other localities in consolidating their utility call centers with their main call centers
suggest that such a merger could work in Virginia Beach. The more complex nature and volume of calls
taken by the Public Utilities call center would necessitate considerable planning before consolidation.

Human Services Call Center
Mission and Description of Service:
The mission of the Human Services call center is to screen and direct each caller to the proper staff
member or division of Human Services within one minute to provide expedient telephone service in
order to minimize on hold wait time on the telephone for consumers.
At this time, little information is provided for callers who wish to use the telephone options menu to
obtain recorded information. Operators are necessary in order to access computer applications specific
to Human Services, including client case information. Because of the large number of daily calls
received, the call center uses a “round robin” technique, so the next available operator receives the
longest waiting call in the queue.
For the main number (437-3200), 13,000 to 14,000 calls are received each month and handled by three
full-time employees who serve as call takers. Of the total calls received:
·
·
·
·

55% were trying to reach case workers
29% were requesting general information (e.g., food stamps, Medicaid, etc.)
6% of calls pertained to services offered by other City departments or agencies
10% dropped calls
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Examples of the types of calls received by the Human Services Call Center include the following:
·

·

·

Types of Calls Received by the Human Services Call Center
Clients needing to speak to their assigned
· Requests for general information (e.g., the
caseworker (there are approximately 300 case
type of government assistance offered,
workers)
requests for applications, how to apply for
benefits, scheduling appointments/interviews
with case workers, documentation required
Questions regarding policy guidelines
for applying)
regarding State/Federal government financial
public assistance
Referrals to other community agencies to seek
basic living needs assistance (homeless
shelters, food banks, free medical care clinics).

Performance Measures:
Only the following performance measures are available at this time specifically for the Human Services
call center:
Call Center Statistics
Calendar Year 2009 and 2010
2009
2010 *
# of Calls
140,586
122,439
Average Waiting Time (minutes)
16.0
17.7
* Through Octobe r 2010.

Budget and Staffing:
The total cost to maintain a contact center in the Department of Human Services is about $130,000.
Findings:
Productivity has been decreasing because of the increase in call volume and staff vacancy. The
supervisor monitors live system activity (the current number of calls holding, identification of which
operators are logged on and answering calls, and the number of calls sent back into the queue or
abandoned) to try to ensure that citizen requests are being handled as efficiently and effectively as
possible.
Human Services has indicated that the following could improve the department’s current call center
system:
·

Providing additional choices for callers on the options menu to obtain information.

·

Providing a dial-by-name directory option to reach a staff member directly.

·

Using a part-time staff member for coverage during lunch breaks, which is the time of the day when
most calls are abandoned.

·

Promoting the Human Services web-site, and include FAQ’s.
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·

Incorporating client self-help kiosks in the lobby.

·

Incorporating software for clients to view their own case information on-line (a system comparable
to banking on-line).

·

Providing a live interactive help-line via instant messaging.

·

Provide enough resources so that phone operators are dedicated to only one job function
(answering phones)

An alternative to the current system being proposed by the department is to transfer the entire call
center function to VB 311. This proposal is included in the Recommendations section of this report.
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Summary of Major Findings
A summary of the major findings involving the call centers is below:
·
·
·
·
·
·

Departments are utilizing a variety of contact methods and technologies to provide their services to
citizens:
Technologies
Contact Methods
Then Hansen Work Order System
· Phone
The Banner System
· Internet Forms
The Symposium Authomated Call Distribution · Email
(ACD) System
· Live Chat
Interactive Voice Reposonse (IVR) System
· Facebook/Twitter
Microsoft (Access, Excel, Word)
· 24/7 Interactive Voice Response software for
account information/services

·

Incorporating the current Hansen Work Order System in use by multiple departments into the VB
311 call center would allow for an expedited transition based on current resources.

·

At least two departments: Public Works and Human Services have requested that the VB 311 call
center take over specific requests for information.

·

When a citizen contacts the incorrect department, call takers were essential in guiding them to the
correct information (observations by Management Services staff members).

·

Call takers in the various departments demonstrated quality customer service being delivered over
the phone and internet during observations.

·

Departmental forms on the City’s website are not centrally located for citizens to submit requests
for information and service.
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Alternatives
One of the more widely publicized areas of savings in both the private and public sectors is call center
consolidation; that is, grouping together citizen service agents from across the government into a single
contact center. This realizes economies of scale without sacrificing service quality, as CRM technology
imparts to the all purpose citizen service agent a substantive command of the inquiries and requests
that citizens commonly make. Technologies such as a comprehensive knowledgebase and conversation
scripting provide the tools to respond quickly, accurately, and consistently to a variety of inquiries and
requests. Call escalation procedures and automated work flow allow the citizen service agent to
seamlessly involve departmental experts in cases where the agent cannot handle the call alone.
Research by Computer Sciences Corporation, based primarily on its work with large, private sector firms,
suggests that call center consolidation can produce savings ranging from 25 to 50 percent. While no
broad data on potential consolidation savings in the public sector is available, case study research
suggests that significant savings may also be available to governments, especially larger ones, which can
more easily amass the volume of personnel and work needed to realize economies of scale.
Citizen Relationship Management (CRM) Technology:
Currently, the City of Virginia Beach has multiple databases; some that are linked and some that are not,
as well as some that are and are not shared by other departments and agencies. It was determined that
after interviews and surveys with departments that some have logged service requests into databases
that take the form of Word documents, spreadsheets, systems applications (Hansen), and individual
databases such as Microsoft Access. A Citizen Relationship Management (CRM) system helps streamline
the collection of service request information and allows all departments to share the data. This allows
the amount of time necessary to deploy services where needed as well as allowing multiple
departments to coordinate services. The CRM allows customers and employees to place service requests
from any location. Through internet access, citizens can enter and monitor their requests as well. The
system is built with scripts that provide call takers with answers to most of the frequently asked
questions (FAQs) and has generic information to allow most of the calls to be immediately handled and
closed.
Key CRM Attributes are:
·

Customer Access - Provides capability for customers to access City services and information through
the mechanism of their choice.

·

Service Provider Collaboration-Coordinates all departments and jurisdictions that respond to service
requests.

·

Drives Operations to Resolution - Manages the intake, work breakdown, routing and resolution of
services requests.

·

Measures Performance/Provides Accountability - Can be a tool used by government officials, City
and department management to assess service request activity (historical, real time and predictive)
and to plan resource allocation.
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·

Integration of Disparate Data Sources - Includes software for third party systems integration and
interfaces.

·

Intelligence Everywhere - Puts the right information in the right hands at the right time. Customers,
employees, and service providers may be connected through mobile, wireless communications,
applications, and devices (PDAs, 2way, cell, etc).

How a CRM System Works:
When a citizen calls the VB 311 call center, the VB 311 system queues the next available call taker, who
responds and determines the caller’s concern. Next, the call taker keys in a few key words and the
system displays scripts that help the call taker quickly and efficiently respond to the inquiry. While 311
call takers are familiar and trained to service as comprehensive information resources for the City, they
cannot be completely familiar with the detailed operations of each department. This is the reason why
scripts help them direct each call. Each script is a directory that uses key numbers and words to help the
call taker find additional information on a topic and determine the appropriate questions to ask the
caller. For example, when a citizen calls and asks for a pothole to be filled, scripts allow the call taker to
distinguish whether the problem is a simple pothole or a base failure in the street. The difference
between these two problems is significant for the department and the team that investigates the
situation. The 311/CRM system assigns a caller ID to the call, the call taker gives the caller that call ID,
and the system automatically forwards any work orders to the appropriate department. The individual
departments have access to the 311/CRM system to log in their work schedules and work completion
information. The caller may use their ID number to check back on the status of their request.
Cost of a CRM System:
The table below provides a guideline on the budgeted percentages that should be allocated to each cost
category based on ICMA interviews with industry vendors and consultants, as well as local government
CRM program managers.

Suggested Budget Percentages for Local Government CRM Systems

Personnel
Software Applications
Contact Center Build-Out*
Network Infrastructure
Overhead
Training
Education and Outreach

57%
15%
10%
8%
5%
3%
2%

* Assumes existing space is available / Source: ICMA
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To better understand the potential dollar costs of an actual CRM implementation, the table below
provides an estimate for launching a small scale CRM pilot initiative based on two projects that have
different scopes and functions. The estimates were derived from interviews with CRM vendors. The
estimates do not include internal resources and efforts such as staff time. It is important to note that
these are preliminary estimates only and can fluctuate greatly depending on current technology
available and citywide needs. {These estimates do not include costs for hardware, technological
implementation, technical support}.

Estimated Costs for Pilot CRM Launch
Year 1
Estimated
Base Cost

Pilot Description

Year 2 Estimated
Cost Based on a
Percentage of Year
1 Base Cost

Year 3 Estimated
Cost Based on
Percentage of
Year 1 Base Cost

a

*Ten single site licenses
*Deployed in a single department
*FAQ Database
*Simple service requests
*Limited Web-enablement functionality
*Training

$

125,000

10%-15%

10%

$

450,000

15%-18%

15%

b

*Twenty-five enterprise-wide licenses
*Deployed in four departments
*FAQ Database
*Simple-moderate service requests
*Web-enablement
*Training

a Thi s s cena ri o repres ents ten us ers within a s ingle City depa rtment usi ngs the CRM a ppl ica ti on
b Thi s s cena ri o repres ents twenty-fi ve users wi thi n four Ci ty depa rtments us ing the CRM a ppli ca tion a nd s ha ri ng
depa rtmenta l informa ti on via the CRM a ppli ca tion
Source: ICMA

Benefits of a CRM System:
Performance by a City ranges from the health of the City budget, to its assets, facilities, or programs in
the community. Citizens measure and evaluate performance of a City by the level of service provided
and the results experienced: Is the trash no longer in front of my house? Is the stop sign on my street no
longer blocked by a tree? Was the pothole on my street fixed? It is important to distinguish that 311 is
one method for receiving requests for service, while a CRM is a centralized database tool for tracking
the request information.
The primary benefits of a CRM system include the following:
·

It provides the ability to accurately evaluate the performance of each department and resolve
problems prior to them affecting citizens. Trends can be identified such as a high number of sewer
stoppages in a neighborhood or a street that has been missed for garbage pickup four times in two
months.
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·

It can decrease the amount of time it takes to complete transactions for each process/service
provided. Departments develop a timeline for each service which allows call takers to give an
approximate time of completion for the service requested.

·

Departments are able to automatically and accurately monitor the activity of their staff and
compare that to established performance measures.

·

It increases government transparency and accountability. If a citizen calls or reports through the self
service website a problem, such as a pothole in front of their house, the citizen is given a “report
number” and has the ability to find out about the resolution and date when problem will be
corrected.

·

Cities that have implemented CRM technology have reported increases in efficiencies. The City of
Baltimore reduced the number of duplicate complaints and almost eliminated the invalid requests
that occurred when a crew arrived at a site only to discover that a valid complaint did not exist. The
City of Chicago sewer department has reported at 83% improvement in response time for
complaints and a complete turnaround in preventive maintenance.

·

It offers a customer-focused approach with one person authorized to dispatch service, answer a
question, and find the right person to solve the problem or research a problem and call back at the
customer’s convenience.

·

It provides accurate information to callers because operators are trained to use the knowledge base
scripts developed in the 311 CRM systems.

·

It produces service delivery reports that allow managers and department directors the ability to
customize and create reports on service delivery.
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311 Systems Nationally:
The table below displays the wide range of localities across the countries that are utilizing 311 systems.
Many of these localities have deployed varying levels of technology depending on the needs of their
organizations.

Akron, Ohio
Albuquerque, New Mexico
Austin, Texas
Baltimore, Maryland
Berkeley, California
Bethel, Alaska
Birmingham, Alabama
Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North
Carolina
Chattangooga, Tennessee
Chicago, Illinios
Columbia, South Carolina
Columbia County, Georgia
Columbus Consolidated
Government, Georgia
Columbus, Ohio
Dallas, Texas
Danbury, Connecticut
DeKalb County, Georgia
Denver, Colorado
Detroit, Michigan

Cities and Counties with 311 Service
Dukes County, Massachusetts
Fort Wayne, Indiana
Hampton, Virginia
Hartford County, Maryland
Hartford, Connecticut
Henderson, Nevada
Houston, Texas
Kansas City, Missouri

New Orleans, Louisiana
New York, New York
North Hempstead, New York
Orange County, Florida
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
Rochester, New York
Sacramento, California

Knoxville, Tennessee
Las Vegas, Nevada
Lexington-Fayette County,
Kentucky
Little Rock, Arkansas
Los Alamos County, New
Mexico
Los Angeles, California
Louisville, Kentucky
Miami-Dade, Florida
Minneapolis, Minnesota
Mobile, Alabama
Nashville/Davidson County,
Tennessee

Saginaw, Michigan
San Antonio, Texas
San Francisco, California
San Jose, California
Savannah, Georgia
Somerville, Massachusetts
Tuscaloosa, Alabama
Virginia Beach, Virginia
Washington, D.C.
Winston-Salem, North Carolina

After evaluating the Virginia Beach government’s six major call centers – VB 311, Public Works Waste
Management, Public Works Operations, Parks and Recreation Landscape Management, Public Utilities,
and Human Services –scenarios for the 311 system have been identified for consideration that
incrementally grow the system from its current status to a full-service customer relationship
management system. These options are described below with flowcharts that demonstrate how each
option would work.
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Option 1: Increase the Types of Information Provided

In this option, VB 311 call takers are able to respond to most requests for information, but requests for
service are forwarded to the departments who provide that service. Citizens can still contact the
departments directly, but have the option of dialing 311 if the department phone number is not known.
An example of information that is not currently being provided through the current 311 system is a
Human Services case worker’s name and phone number being provided to a client. The Department of
Human Services indicated that this kind of information could be provided through VB 311. Additional
cost would be minimal and implementing this option could result in savings if the number of personnel
needed to provide the additional information is less than current staffing. VB 311 and Human Services
should implement a pilot study to gauge the level of service that can be provided by the 311 call center.
A step-by-step process for this is outlined in the “Recommendations” section of the report.

Citizen needs Information or Service

Information

Call taker provides
information

Information or Service?
311 call taker answers call,
email or online chat and
determines nature of call.
Call takers have sufficient
information available to them
that they normally do not
have to refer citizens to
departments. Service
requests are still referred to
departments.

Service Request

Requests for services are
transferred from 311 to City
departments

Service request is performed
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Option 2: Interface the Current 311 System with Departmental Work Order Systems:

This option builds on Option one by adding the ability of VB 311 to enter service requests directly into
each department’s work order system. Those requests would then be handled by the respective
departmental operations just as they are now. Presently, there are two types of “work order” systems
being used among the City’s major call centers. Public Works Operations, Public Utilities, and Parks and
Recreation all use Hansen systems, while Public Works Waste Management uses a Microsoft Access
database system. A cost would be involved in developing the interfaces between the 311 system and the
Hansen system as well as the licensing costs. The licensing cost to access the Hansen systems is
estimated to be $1,000 per access point plus (a onetime cost) and about $80 annually per user. There
would be additional costs for analysis, project management as well as subscription costs for ongoing
support. Planning and implementation would involve representatives from the using departments
(Public Works, Parks & Recreation Management, and Public Utilities) working with 311 staff to integrate
their needs for the CRM system into the existing functionality the three departments have in that
module.

Citizen needs Information or Service

Information

Information or Service?

Service Request

311 call taker answers call, online
chat or email and determines nature
of call. Call takers have sufficient
information available to them that
they normally do not have to refer
citizens to departments. Service
requests involving Public Works,
Public Utilities and/or Parks &
Recreation are entered
Call taker provides
information

Service request is
performed

Requests for services for Public Works,
Utilities and/or Parks & Recreation
which are originated and entered using
the Hansen system via interface with
311 call takers

Note: Same as Option #1, except that now service requests involving Public Works, Public Utilities, and
Parks and Recreation are originated through the 311 system, instead of being referred to departments.
Service departments still manage the service requests received from 311, assigning crews and tracking the
progress of the request.
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Option 3: Establish a Full-Service Customer Relationship Management (CRM) System:

As highlighted earlier in this report (see “Citizen Relationship Management (CRM) Technology”), this
option provides all the services of the previously discussed options plus the following:
· The ability to track requests for service.
· The opportunity for citizens to find out the status of their requests.
· Performance measurement capabilities to “report out” weekly or monthly reports of service
requests and current status of those requests to division managers and directors from a City-wide
database.
· Provides a “knowledge base” FAQ for all call takers to give consistent, accurate information to
callers.

Citizen needs Information or Service
If yes…
- Information is given to
citizen
- Service request is updated
- Department notified

If follow-up is needed
- Another inspection is
made

311 call taker answers call,
online chat or email and
determines nature of call and
whether a Service Request
(SR) is already registered
with the caller...

Results of
investigation/work is
added to service request

If no…
- New service request is entered
- Tracking number assigned
- Service request received by
Department

Service Request is assigned to
department for work
completion/ inspection via
software that tracks City requests
for service and information

Service request is resolved;
Citizen advised of disposition via email alert
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Recommendations
After researching and evaluating the current status of the 311 center as well as the various
departmental call centers, Management Services suggests the following items to enhance the exposure
of 311 to the community and improve information accessible to citizen.
If it is the desire of the City to provide the highest level of citizen services, and to make it as easy as
possible for citizens to obtain information and acquire those services, then the optimal solution is the
implementation of an enterprise citizen relationship management (CRM) system, as described earlier in
this report.
To achieve this, the following recommendations are offered:
·

Since implementing such a system would consolidate personnel from various departmental call
centers and change the way information is disseminated and service requests are handled, it is
recommended that a committee be established to bring together those departments most affected
by the change which include, Public Works, Public Utilities, Communication and Information
Technology, Parks and Recreation, Human Services, Emergency Communications and Citizen
Services and Management Services. This Committee should be led by a Deputy City Manager.

·

A preliminary analysis/report should be completed by December 2011, that establishes a timeline
for implementation as well as the preliminary costs of the system. Additionally, the committee
should evaluate the amount of training necessary for current staff. It is recommended that year end
Fund Balance, if available, be utilized if City Council desires to fund the project. In the meantime,
implementing the pilot project analysis as recommended below with Human Services should be
conducted as a “first step” toward the 311 center assuming greater calls in both volume and
complexity.

·

The FY 2011-12 Capital Improvement Program includes $186,597 requested for a project to
determine the functional requirements for subsequent acquisition of an enterprise reporting
system. This system will enable the City to track and report on the situation, outcomes, and trends
of citizen contact on varying levels (e.g., individual citizen, neighborhood, voting district, etc.) and
would include its own work order capabilities or be interfaced with work order systems being used
in other departments. The requested funding is for a study only, and it is anticipated that additional
funding would be requested in the future for the actual acquisition of the reporting system.
Management Services recommends funding this project.

·

The School system should be included in discussions with the committee to determine, if feasible,
any joint cost sharing as well as services that could be provided by the 311 center.

·

Initiate a pilot study between the Emergency Communications and Citizen Services and the City’s
Department of Human Services to test the capabilities of VB 311 to adequately handle additional
calls with existing staff and resources. An initial estimate for the length of the pilot is 18 months.
This includes four to six months of preparation dependent on the complexity of the types of calls
involved as well as technological issues that may need to be addressed prior to the start. The
remaining months would provide enough reliable data to evaluate the pilot. The steps in this pilot
process would be:

Evaluation of City Call Centers

Page 55

1. The Departments of Emergency Communications and Citizens Services and Human Services
would meet to discuss the objectives and timeline of the pilot study.
2. The Departments would identify what types of calls would be involved in the pilot study.
3. Address technological issues/data entry prior to implementation by both departments and
Communications and Information Technology.
4. Conduct analysis after the pilot has ended and determine the feasibility of taking the calls over a
longer period of time or permanently.
5. Pilot with other departments and expand calls for services/information that departments are
currently handling.
·

Conduct an in-depth citizen survey with citizens to determine how 311 can best meet their needs,
their willingness to use 311 and the services they most utilize.

·

Employ a customer survey software package. After a customer completes his/her request, the call
taker can ask if they would like to participate in a 311 survey. The survey would be used to gain
citizen feedback on 311 operations.

·

Develop a strategic marketing program aimed at educating the public about the 311 system.

·

Conduct internal educational campaigns/trainings for City departments and their employees.
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Sources
The following sources were used in the preparation of this report:
·

Interviews with employees in the Departments of Public Works, Public Utilities, Parks and
Recreation, Human Services, Emergency Communications and Citizen Services, and Communications
and Information Technology.

·

Surveymonkey.com, “Survey of City of Virginia Beach Departments”.

·

Thomas, J.C., “Creating a Citizen-Friendly City Hall: An Evaluation of the Chattanooga 311
Innovations”.

·

Eichenthal, David, “211/311: Is there a Case for Consolidation or Collaboration?”.

·

U.S. Department of Justice: Office of Community Orienting Policing Services, “Building a 311 System:
A Case Study of the City of Minneapolis”.

·

U.S. Department of Justice: Office of Community Orienting Policing Services, “Building a 311 System:
A Case Study of the Orange County, Florida, Government Service Center”.

·

U.S. Department of Justice: Office of Community Orienting Policing Services, “311 for NonEmergencies: Helping Communities One Call at a Time”.

·

ICMA, “Call 311: Connecting Citizens to Local Government Case Study: San Antonio Customer
Service/311”.

·

ICMA, “Customer Service and 311/CRM Technology in Local Governments: Lessons on Connecting
with Citizens”.

·

ICMA, “Access Cupertino: Citizen Engagement for the 21st Century”.

·

Public Technology Institute, “Effective Technology and Management Practices for the Development
and Implementation of Citizen Call Centers”.

·

Philadelphia Research Institute, “A Work in Progress: Philadelphia’s 311 System After One Year”.

·

Mitchell, Ike, “Call Center Consolidation – Does It Make Sense?”

·

City of Virginia Beach, “Customer Inquiry Process”, January 1999.
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Attachment C

Call Center Survey
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Call Center Survey
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Attachment D
City of Virignia Beach Primary Call Centers - Citizen Inquiry Division
ATTACHMENT D
CITY OF VIRGINIA BEACH PRIMARY CALL CENTERS
CITIZEN INQUIRY DATA

Call Center
Human Services

Parks & Recreation

2

Staffing Hours
8:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m.

Annual Cost
$130,000

8,100

7:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m.

$135,764

Full-Time Employees
Number
% of Time on Calls
3

65%

3

50%

1

10%

Staffing
Part-Time Employees
Number
% of Time on Calls
3
2
10%

Total FTE's Available
for Call Center Activities
2.05

Avg Wait Time to
Speak with Call Taker
3.4 minutes

Avg Wait Time to
Respond to Caller
NA

% of Phone Calls
That are Dropped
32%

% of Calls Transferred
to Another City Agency
3%

Avg Length
of Call
57 seconds

25%

3 to 5 minutes

0

Not Applicable

1.60

Not Available

Up to 1 business day if
calling after business
hours

0

150,000

8:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m.

$915,000

14

100%

0

Not Applicable

14.00

3 minutes 2 seconds

Not Available

20%

5

Not Available

5.1 minutes

Public Works Operations

11,000

8:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m.

$76,270

5

50%

0

Not Applicable

2.50

20 seconds

0

10%

Not Available

2.1 minutes

Public Works Waste Management

186,000

7:00 a.m. - 5:30 p.m.

$334,220

8

52%6

0

Not Applicable

4.16

30 seconds

Not Available for Phone
10
Calls

4.9%7

1.3%8

1.4 minutes9

311 Call Center
311 Telephone - Overall
311 Telephone - Days (M/F - 7a to 3p)
311 Telephone - Days (S/S - 7a - 3p)
311 Telephone - Evenings (M/F - 3p to 11:30p)
311 Telephone - Evenings (S/S - 3p - 11:30p)
311 Online Assistance - Overall
13
311 Emails - Overall

225,000

7:00 a.m. - 11:30 p.m.

$787,881

16

18 seconds

1.2 minutes

11%

28%

1.2 minutes

Not Available

13.9 minutes

Not Applicable

Total

736,100

Public Utilities

1
2

4

Number of
1
Calls Annually
156,000

11

4
12

18%
26%
10%
13%
11%
48%

$2,379,135

47

18.00
17%
NA
NA
22%
7%

6

Unless otherwise indicated, "Calls" refers to phone calls, emails, and live chats involving citizen requests for information or service.
This call center is located at and managed by the Landscape Services Division.

3

Two receptionists answer when possible.
Information is based on average results from the call center from the 2010 Year-to-Date Customer Service Representative Report (as of September 2010).
5
This percentage reflects calls that we regard as "abandoned," which are neither answered or routed to busy, and are based on the total sum of calls from the referenced 2010 YTD CSR Report.
6
This figure is based on phone calls only. We estimate an additional 1,600 hours are spent each year responding to 32,000 e-mails. Other duties include responding to radio transmissions and assisting 1,830 walk-in customers.
7
We proactively change our recorded information to reflect office closings, changes in collection schedules, responses to specific questions, etc. Therefore, some callers receive the necessary information from the recording and do not need to speak to a C
4

8

This figure represents the number of calls transferred, but there is no data to indicate how many were transferred to other City agencies.
Phone calls only, no data for e-mails.
10
E-mail responses are sent the same day as received unless they are received after 5:00 p.m. Those are responded to the next business day.
9

11

Scheduling is based on staffing coverage and not necessary performance (i.e., the number of people to staff a 7 day work environment for 16.5 hours).
The percentages shown do not take into consideration wrap up time after completion of calls for data entry, service call completions, radio transmissions, project work for information updates, publications, etc.
13
Statistics not available, other than total counts.
12
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ATTACHMENT F
January 7, 2011
Catheryn R. Whitesell
Evaluation of Call Centers
Page 2 of 2

MUNICIPAL CENTER
BUILDING 2
2405 COURTHOUSE DRIVE
VIRGINIA BEACH, VA 23456-9041

DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC UTILITIES
OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR
(757) 385-4171
FAX (757) 427-3183
TDD (757) 385-4305

INTER-OFFICE MEMORANDUM
DATE:

January 7, 2011

TO:

Catheryn R. Whitesell, Director of Management Services

FROM:

Thomas M. Leahy, Director of Public Utilities

SUBJECT:

Evaluation of City Call Centers Draft Policy Report

This letter is to address concerns about certain findings and recommendations within
the Evaluation of City Call Centers draft policy report.
The report provides information pertaining to several call centers within the City and
examines the potential for the creation of a consolidated call center. The findings and
recommendations presented within this report could potentially establish expectations
and lead to significant expenditures associated with the consolidation effort. Having
made a significant investment in a new customer information and billing system, and
custom web-based applications that support customer self-service and streamlined
service delivery, Public Utilities is very interested in making sure that there is an
accurate understanding of the complexity of our customer service-related business
processes as well as an accurate portrayal of how utility-related calls have been
handled by other cities that have established consolidated call centers.
The “Findings” section pertaining to Public Utilities states:
The success of other localities in consolidating their utility call centers with their
main call centers suggest that such a merger could work in Virginia Beach. The
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January 7, 2011
Catheryn R. Whitesell
Evaluation of Call Centers
Page 2 of 2
more complex nature and volume of calls taken by the Public Utilities call center
would necessitate considerable planning before consolidation.
This statement is very broad and is not consistent with our experience with other
utilities, or our own research of 3-1-1 call centers. The vast majority of the 3-1-1 call
centers included in the report transfer utility billing-related calls to utility CSR specialists
either through a manual call transfer or through an automated option such as an
interactive voice response menu selection or skill-based routing features within
automatic call distribution software. In reality, virtually all of the “consolidated” 3-1-1
centers discussed in the report are directing utility billing-related calls back to the utility.
The “Recommendations” section of the report states:
If it is the desire of the City to provide the highest level of citizen services, and to
make it as easy as possible for citizens to obtain information and acquire those
services, then the optimal solution is the implementation of an enterprise Citizen
Relationship Management (CRM) system, as described earlier in this report.
While we agree that a CRM solution may be of benefit in providing improved service
delivery to citizens for a number of the departments included in the report, the
recommendation seems premature given that we have yet to conduct a thorough
technical and cost-benefits analysis. Perhaps it is assumed that these activities would
be completed by the multi-departmental committee that the report recommended be
established. We think a project of this magnitude would likely require a consultant with
specific industry expertise.
We would like to thank you for the opportunity to provide comments regarding the draft
policy report. The Business Division is providing technical input directly to Lee Hedberg
and Michael Maher. Please don’t hesitate to contact me should you have any
questions.
Copy (via e-mail):
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David Hansen
Robert Montague
Lynn Proctor
David Bradley
Lee Hedberg
Michael Maher
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