HOLDING
PATTERN:

Call Wait Times for Income
and Disability Assistance

-

e Special Report No. 40 | April 2018
mbudsperson to the Legislative Assembly of British Columbia

B.C.'s Independent Voice For Fairness



As an independent officer of the Legislature, the Ombudsperson investigates
complaints of unfair or unreasonable treatment by provincial and local

public authorities and provides general oversight of the administrative
fairness of government processes. It conducts three types of investigations:
investigations into individual complaints; investigations that are commenced
on the Ombudsperson’s own initiative; and investigations referred to the
Ombudsperson by the Legislative Assembly or one of its Committees.

The Ombudsperson has a broad mandate to investigate complaints

involving provincial ministries; provincial boards and commissions; Crown
corporations; local governments; health authorities; colleges and universities;
schools and school boards; and self-regulating professions and occupations.
A full list of authorities can be found in the Ombudsperson Act. The Office

of the Ombudsperson responds to approximately 8,000 inquiries and
complaints annually.

For more information about the B.C. Office of the Ombudsperson
and for copies of published reports, visit www.bcombudsperson.ca

ISBN 978-0-7726-7189-9

Printed on FSC certified paper


http://www.bcombudsperson.ca

The Office of the

General Inquiries: 250-387-5855 947 Fort Street
m budsperson Toll-Free: 1-800-567-3247 C+ PO Box 9039 St Prov Govt
Fax: 250-387-0198 Victoria BC V8W 9A5

B.C.'s Independent Voice For Fairness
www.bcombudsperson.ca

April 2018

The Honourable Darryl Plecas
Speaker of the Legislative Assembly
Parliament Buildings

Victoria BC V8V 1X4

Dear Mr. Speaker,

It is my pleasure to present the Ombudsperson’s Special Report No. 40, Holding Pattern:
Call Wait Times for Income and Disability Assistance.

The report is presented pursuant to section 31(3) of the Ombudsperson Act.
Yours sincerely,

ﬂ_——-J\ A

— —

Jay Chalke
Ombudsperson
Province of British Columbia


http://www.bcombudsperson.ca




CONTENTS

From the Ombudsperson ... ... . 1
INTrOdUCTION .. 3
INVESTIQatION. . ... 5
The Employment and Assistance Program ........... ... .. ... .. .. ... ......... 7
Who Receives BCEA Financial Assistance? .......... ... ... ... ... ... ... .. ........ 8
The Ministry’'s Service Delivery Model.............. ... ... ... . ... ... ... ........... 9
Problems with the Centralized Line............ ... ... ... ... ... .. ... ............. 12
WaitTime Statistics . ........ ... . . 13
Staffing ... . 18
Mitigation Strategies ... ... 19
Expansion of Call Centre Hours.......... ... .. . . . . . . . .. . ... ... 19
Tier 1 (Call Sweeping) ... ... 19
Provincial Queue and Overdue Service Requests ................................. 22
Service Delivery Optimization Project ......... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ........ 23
Advocate Line. ... ... .. 24
Telephone System Improvements ........... ... ... ... .. ... ... ... 25
Impacts of the Contact Centre Service Delivery Model ........................ 26
Public Complaints. ... ... 30
Waiting on Hold. ... . . 30
NO Phone ... 31
Disconnections, Abrupt Endings and Unreturned Calls. ........................... 33
Service Quality CoONCerns ... ... .. ... . .. 35
Indirect Service Channels Present Particular Challenges for Some People..... ... 36
ANl SIS, 37
CONCIUSION 43
APPENICES. .. 45
A FiNdings. ... 45
B. Recommendations ......... ... .. 47
C. Authority ResSponse ........ ... . .. 49

Holding Pattern: Call WaitTimes for Income and Disability Assistance



Contributors

Chris Biscoe, Manager of Investigations (Systemic)

Christina McMillan, Manager of Investigations (Social Programs)
Wendy Byrne, Ombudsperson Officer

Zoé& Macmillan, Ombudsperson Officer

Kate Morrison, Ombudsperson Officer

Lisa Phillips, Ombudsperson Officer



FROM THE OMBUDSPERSON

The Ministry of Social Development and Poverty Reduction is
responsible for income assistance and disability assistance in
the province. It has been struggling for the past several years to
provide timely and effective service to the public. The ministry
has been shifting its service from a focus on in-person delivery
to one that emphasizes telephone and online methods of
service delivery or, in the ministry vernacular, “service channels.”

The transition has not been smooth. For the past number of
years, people served by the ministry have faced significant
delays when making inquiries or attempting to obtain
assistance by telephone. The issues, had they been resolved
in a reasonable time, might have been attributed to transition
problems as the ministry moved to a new service model.
However, problems of delay, dropped calls, long wait times
and poor communication have persisted.

Compounding many of these service issues is the reality that income and disability

assistance recipients face challenges arising from their life circumstances, including poverty,
homelessness, health issues and disability. These issues have prompted questions to be asked
as to whether the ministry’s service shift to the emphasis on online and telephone service
channels is appropriate. At an absolute minimum these issues demand that government
accommodates the variety of service needs presented by the ministry’s clientele — some

of the most vulnerable individuals in British Columbia.

It is also apparent that the ministry has been under resource pressures that have restricted

its options as it sought to manage the service crisis it found itself in over the past few years.

As we detail in this report, the ministry has been creative in the measures it has taken in an
attempt to squeeze a bit more service from its resource envelope. But we also found that those
responsible for delivering the service have lowered their service commitments, now believing
the original program goals to be unrealistic given the resource pressures.

In this report we call for new service standards for telephone and in-person ministry services.
The service standards we have recommended for telephone service delivery represent
reasonably timely service. In addition we recommend the gradual elimination of two strategies
that the ministry had adopted in order to reduce call wait times — but did so at the expense of
quality of service. Our report recommends nearly 40 new staff positions for the contact centre
to deliver this more timely and improved level of service.

In total we have made nine recommendations. | am pleased that the ministry has fully accepted
six of the recommendations and has agreed to make improvements that partially address the
other three recommendations.

Significantly the ministry will, on a monthly basis, be providing transparent performance
information for each day of the previous month. The public, stakeholders and service recipients
will be able to readily see how the ministry has been performing in meeting its commitments.
Until the ministry is able to phase out its “call sweeping” strategy by March 31, 2019 it will
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