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Foreword
This collection of case studies demonstrates how
our Public Service is continually working to improve
customer service and put our citizens at the centre of
service design and delivery. It is intended that these
case studies will inform customer service design
and continued improvements in the future. The case
studies demonstrate how public service collaboration,
digital innovations, optimised use of data, and people
and process innovations can deliver significant service
level improvements for our citizens
Improving how the Public Service engages with
its customers and improving service design and
delivery is a core part of Our Public Service 2020,
the Development and Innovation Framework for the
Public Service.
Our Public Service (OPS2020) was launched in
December 2017, establishing an overall strategy for
development and innovation in the Public Service
with actions across three pillars. A key focus has been
on Pillar 1: Delivering for our Public and specifically
Action 2: Improve services for our customers and
Action 3: Make services more accessible for all.
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the
significance of the Public Service to the lives of our
citizens. This collection of case studies highlights
many of the wonderful and inspirational customer
service innovations across the Public Service
in response to COVID-19. These case studies
demonstrate the commitment of our public servants
and their ability to deliver innovations in customer
service in response to evolving citizen needs. This
has greatly benefitted some of the most vulnerable
people in our society.
While the implementation of some of these customer
service innovations began pre-pandemic, others
emerged as a direct response to ensure service
delivery during this challenging period and will remain
in place for as long as is required.

What is notable is how a wide range of Public Service
organisations have stepped up, in a very short
timeframe and in very challenging circumstances, to
continue to meet the needs of our citizens. There are
excellent examples of public service collaborations,
digital innovations, and people and process
innovations highlighted throughout the publication,
all of which will inform future customer service design
across the public service.
This collection of Excellence in Customer Service
Case Studies is a welcome reference in identifying
best practice in customer service and sharing learning
across the Public Service. We are grateful for the
continued commitment of the Quality Customer
Service Network and would like to thank the
Network, along with the OPS2020 Action Team 2&3
and Case Studies Steering Group made up of Public
Service representatives, for their contributions and
support in developing these case studies.

Michael McGrath TD

Ossian Smyth TD

Minister for Public
Expenditure and Reform

Minister of State at the
Department of Public
Expenditure and Reform,
with responsibility for
Public Procurement and
eGovernment
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Introduction
The Reform Delivery Office (RDO) in the Department
of Public Expenditure and Reform has developed
the OPS2020 Excellence in Customer Service Case
Studies in conjunction with the Quality Customer
Service Network (QCSN), as a commitment developed
under the Our Public Service 2020 (OPS2020),
Development and Innovation Framework Action 2
Improve services for our customers and Action 3
Make services more accessible to all.

Quality Customer Service
Network (QCSN)
The Quality Customer Service Network was
established in 2000 to develop, promote and
implement the Quality Customer Service Initiative.
The Network meets regularly throughout the year,
facilitated by the Reform and Delivery Office in the
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, and
chaired by Declan Rigney, Assistant Secretary, Office
of the Revenue Commissioners. The Network offers
a platform for identifying best practice in customer
service and sharing learning across the Public
Service. Under Our Public Service 2020, the QCSN
has expanded its membership to the wider Public
Service. There are currently over 110 membership
organisations in the QCSN, from across the Public
Service.

Case study approach
In order to support an innovative and proactive
customer service culture across the Public Service,
OPS2020 Action Team 2 & 3 has been working to
identify and promote best practice customer service
since 2019. A callout for Excellence in Customer
Service Case Studies was disseminated through the
QCSN in July 2020. This has been complemented
by desk research, identifying examples of customer
service excellence throughout the COVID-19 period.
The key objectives of the case studies are to capture
learning around delivery of innovative and proactive
customer service initiatives; acknowledge progress
made; share best practice; and create a valuable
resource that can inform future development of
customer service provision across the Public Service.

These case studies are not intended to evaluate the
overall success and impact of the cases examined,
rather the aim is to capture a core sample of customer
service innovations from across Ireland’s Public
Service. Furthermore, by telling the story behind
these case studies, we hope to communicate the
achievements and acknowledge the significant
progress that has been made under OPS2020.
Each of the case studies followed an agreed format
designed to draw out lessons learned. Each case
study format outlines (i) Customer Service Challenge;
(ii) Approach to the Challenge; (iii) Solution Identified;
and (iv) Results.
It is intended that the insights shared and learnings
captured may inform the design and implementation
of future customer service policy as we move towards
achieving excellence in our customer services for all
our citizens.

Case study themes
The Excellence in Customer Service Case Studies
initiative began before the Covid-19 pandemic
and while a number of the case studies document
customer service innovations that were already
underway, many of the case studies demonstrate how
new or digitally enhanced customer service channels
were key to managing the Public Service response to
Covid-19.
The case studies demonstrate the wide range of
Public Service organisations focused on delivering
accessible citizen centric services, including through
digital transformation of services, implementation
of contact and query mechanisms, and customer
management systems. Other case studies show how
effective customer service is supported by effective
e-learning and regulatory compliance.
In order to guide the reader through the wide ranging
case studies covered in this publication, 9 themes
have been identified and are flagged, where relevant,
at the top of each case study. These themes signpost
the content of each case study and are designed
to assist the reader in finding those case studies of
greatest interest to them.
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The case studies reveal a number of interesting
trends. Many Public Service organisations pivoted
quickly in response to the customer service
challenges presented by Covid-19 restrictions. It was
recognised that Public Service organisations played
a key role, particularly at the outset of the pandemic,
in assisting citizens in navigating the rapidly changing
information environment as new emergency schemes,
for example, came into effect.
Innovations were instituted across all stages of the
customer service process- at the customer facing
‘front end’ and at the transactional ‘back-end’ of the
process. In many cases, the solution to the customer
service challenge accelerated a digital transformation
that was already underway. These process
improvements enhance efficiency and improve the
customer experience, to the benefit of the citizen and
the public servant.
A number of these process improvements are a
result of inter-agency collaboration, such as the
Local Authorities Community Call and the Revenue
Commissioners’ process for verifying housing
applications. Other case studies describe how
service delivery models, at the local level, had to
quickly adjust to meet the changed circumstances
and needs of their citizens. The Cavan Food Centres
and Tallaght University Hospital cases demonstrate
how new service delivery offerings enhanced the
services available to meet emerging citizen needs.
The OGP, NSSO and OPW case studies demonstrate
how customer service improvements can enhance
the experience of the internal as well as external
customers.
In all cases, the customer service improvements were
instigated to ensure continuity of public service, and
have resulted in services that are more responsive,
progressive and flexible in adapting to citizens’ needs.
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Themes:
Access improvement: Improvement in
development of accessible public services.
Communications: A proactive approach
in communicating information that is clear,
timely and accurate, is available at all points of
contact and meets the requirements of people
with specific needs.
COVID-19 innovation response: A customer
service initiative developed or accelerated in
response to COVID19.
Customer experience: the sum of
all experiences a customer has with an
organization over the course of their
interactions.

Interagency collaboration: A more
coordinated and integrated approach to the
delivery of public services by two, or more,
organisations.
Internal customer: Ensuring staff are
recognised as internal customers and that they
are properly supported and consulted with
regard to service delivery issues.
Process efficiency: Improvements in
processes resulting in increased productivity
and efficiency.
Service delivery: working to improve
the service delivery to meet the needs of
customers.

Innovation through digital and people:
creation of a new viable offering that adds
value through either digital or people
solutions.

The theme icons below form a key to indicate which elements are
covered in each of the case studies.
Innovation
through digital
and people

Communications

Process
efficiency

Access
improvement

Customer
experience

Service
delivery

COVID-19
innovation
response

Interagency
collaboration

Internal
customer
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Activation of the DFA
Crisis Centre

Interagency
collaboration

Communications

 Challenge
As flight restrictions and route cancellations came
into force internationally in March 2020 as a result of
COVID-19, the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA)
activated its Crisis Centre in order to assist thousands
of Irish citizens to return home.
The scale of the global pandemic resulted in an
unprecedented number of calls and requests for
assistance from Irish citizens. The Crisis Centre
became the first point of contact for thousands of
Irish citizens, urgently seeking to return to Ireland.
Like other service providers, the Department had
never before dealt with a crisis on such a large scale.
The Consular Directorate did not have the capacity or
facilities to respond to this extraordinary situation.

 Approach to Challenge
The safety and welfare of our citizens overseas was
the Department’s priority.
The initial response was a 24-hour operation. Working
collaboratively across the Department with the
aviation industry and transport sector and also EU and
UK partners, the DFA explored all options to help our
citizens to return home.
Even with assistance from those on the Crisis
Volunteer List, comprised of DFA staff, the Consular
Directorate had been overwhelmed and required
additional resources. The Passport Service, with the
support of teams across the Department, stepped
in and mobilised the requisite number of staff and
resources to run the Crisis Centre, recognising that it
had the skills, experience and resources to respond to
such an extraordinary situation.
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Service delivery

COVID-19
innovation

As travel restrictions were in place, it was decided
to temporarily suspend the processing of passports,
as this was a lesser priority. This allowed essential
resources to be redeployed. The DFA’s approach was
supported at the highest levels by the Minister and
his office, as well as by the Department’s HR and ICT
units who provided assistance with the redeployment
of staff and repurposing of buildings.

 Solution to Challenge
When the Consular Directorate activated the Crisis
Centre on 25 February, the Passport Service made
a decision to immediately redeploy a team of eleven
to assist with handling the increased call volumes.
However, it became apparent very quickly that a
more significant redeployment was needed to handle
the number of calls coming in at all times of the day.
Within 10 days the entire Passport Service Customer
Service Hub based in Mount Street (a team of 60 staff)
had been redeployed to the Crisis Centre phone lines.
On 15 March, the main Crisis Centre was reinforced
by a second call centre site which was set up in the
Balbriggan Passport Office, and included an additional
team of 95 staff. The second location had to be
completely repurposed as a call centre. This required
organising logistical and technical support to install
phone infrastructure, and the reconfiguration of the
passport web chat system to a consular web chat
system. With the support of many teams across the
Department, the second call centre was up in running
in two weeks. By this stage, the Passport Service had
taken over the management of the Crisis Centre.
At the peak of the crisis, the phone lines and the web
chat were open 24/7, before going to 6am-11pm 7
days a week, and later 8am-8pm, facilitating people in
different time zones to make contact.
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The teams were supported by consular support
teams across the Department, and with additional
management support from experienced colleagues
who were reassigned from across the Department.
Teams worked in shifts to ensure physical distancing
requirements were adhered to.

 Results
Drawing on volunteers from across the Department,
the Crisis Centre quickly scaled up to operate on a
24/7 basis, providing advice to the public at home
and consular support to citizens across the globe,
receiving up to 2,000 calls per day.

Critically, the redeployment of the Customer Service
Hub and the Balbriggan teams meant that Irish
citizens were able to access help when they needed
it. The approach also led to invaluable learning within
the Department, both in terms of mobilising and
allocating resources at short notice and in relation
to contingency planning for future emergencies.
The response strongly demonstrated the flexibility,
professionalism and commitment of all those involved
to service delivery for our citizens.

The rapid redeployment of personnel, and the
establishment of a second Crisis Centre, meant that
Irish citizens abroad received the information, advice
and support they needed. The call centres received
over 17,600 calls between March and September
2020, and the teams handled over 2,900 individual
cases. Staff responded to thousands of emails, and
in partnership with our Mission Network, made
countless outbound calls to citizens stranded abroad.
The Crisis Centres’ operating hours were scaled back
in April as calls decreased and the majority of citizens
had returned home. A significant service continued
through the transition phase of the crisis up until
August, supporting those who still required assistance
and those in distress.

7
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DSP PowerAPP

Innovation
through digital
and people

Process
efficiency

Communications

Internal
customer

COVID-19
innovation

 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

The Department of Social Protection’s (DSP)
COVID-19 phone line was established with 8-10 staff
in late February 2020. It focused on Illness Benefit
supports for workers who might become ill with
COVID-19, or be medically required to self-isolate.

The introduction of the PUP meant a brand-new
DSP service was being run by existing DSP staff, as
well as new public sector staff in new roles and new
teams totalling 350 staff, using new technology.
The Department needed to improve data capture,
give staff a consolidated view of the status of all
PUP claims and provide real-time payment status
information to customers who experienced an issue
with or had an enquiry about their payment. Examples
of this would be where customers may have been
moving to the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme from
the PUP, or vice versa; where they had been deemed
ineligible for the payment, or; where they wished to
cancel their payment on return to work.

On 12 March, Ireland moved from the containment
to delay phase in its response to COVID-19. Social
distancing requirements meant that thousands of
businesses closed and staff became unemployed in
record numbers in a very short space of time. An
Enhanced Illness Benefit was announced, followed
by the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) on
15 March, to support the vast numbers of workers
relying on DSP for income support by reason of
illness, or temporary loss of employment.
DSP needed to be able to respond to customer needs
very quickly and at a significant scale. It was also
essential to remove pressure from the Intreo office
network (where jobseekers would ordinarily be
advised to attend) and ensure compliance with social
distancing measures.
Call volumes to what became known as the COVID-19
Income Support Helpline quickly reached over 5,000
per day by mid-March, with demand increasing day on
day. The number of PUP claims jumped from 60,000 to
over 500,000 in the first 3 weeks of the scheme.
Customer enquiries initially related to how to apply
for DSP income supports; however, DSP was aware
that questions would soon evolve into payment status
enquiries.
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DSP needed to quickly bring a large number of staff
into a new customer service role on the Income
Support Helpline and ensure that these staff including redeployed staff from the National Shared
Service Office and Passport Office - could effectively
support customers and answer their payment status
enquiries, mindful of their strict data protection
protocols, in which each staff member was trained.
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 Solution to Challenge
DSP designed and developed an internal ‘PowerApp’
to give a consolidated view of each customer’s
payment status. It was intuitive and easy to use
for staff not familiar with DSP’s complex internal
systems. It also greatly improved the ability of the
Department’s customer service team on the Income
Support Helpline to resolve issues for customers.
The PowerApp enabled staff to log a customer’s
contact history and evolved to include an escalation
process, whereby complex escalations were managed
by a dedicated team. It also made it possible to include,
update and validate customer data, where required,
to ensure DSP systems data was correctly captured.
Applications made on paper were matched with the
customer status on the PowerApp so that at a glance,
customer service staff could view a scanned image of
a paper application made by a customer and identify
any issues or omissions, or in an application made by a
customer that may have delayed their payment.

 Results
The launch and ongoing development of the
PowerAPP for payment status was an essential and
innovative process efficiency for DSP. Through this,
they were enabled to effectively support the 215,000
customer enquiries received by the Income Support
Helpline customer service team in just 2.5 months.
For internal customers, it was simple and easy for
the 350 new and redeployed DSP staff officers
working on customer contact, as it provided staff
with all necessary information using a customer’s PPS
number. This led to a significant improvement in DSP
customer service capabilities, identified any recurring
system issues or problems and greatly improved data
quality.
Since its launch the PowerApp has been further
updated and upgraded to provide enhanced customer
service and can now be used to share important
updates and escalate complex queries.

9
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Establishment of COVID-19
Business Support Call Centre

Communications

Customer
experience

 Challenge
With the first announcements on 12 March 2020 of
the closure of education institutions and childcare
facilities to mitigate against the spread of COVID-19,
the number of calls from businesses seeking
advice and support increased immediately to the
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment
(DETE). A significantly increased number of calls
were also received by the Department’s switchboard
telephonists. In line with normal switchboard
procedures, these calls were referred to the most
relevant business units in the Department, mainly the
division responsible for Indigenous Enterprise.
In some cases, due to the fast pace of change and
a lack of specialist knowledge of the specific details
of supports available, calls were transferred to the
wrong business units, thereby adding to callers’ sense
of frustration in what was a particularly anxious
time for businesses. Due to work pressures in the
main business units to which calls were directed and
the lack of expertise amongst telephonists to deal
directly with queries, it was clear that a new and
innovative approach would be required to meet the
Department’s objective to get as much information
and advice out to businesses as possible.

 Approach to Challenge
An immediate decision was taken to establish a
dedicated COVID-19 Business Support Call Centre
to assist these businesses with information on the
various new and existing schemes and financial
supports available. This was established on 13 March
and a new team, drawn from across the Department
on a temporary reassignment basis, was set-up.
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Service
delivery

Internal
customer

COVID-19
innovation

Staff were selected for the Centre on the basis
that they would have the knowledge and customer
service skills to provide information on the various
schemes and financial supports available, as well as
other supports that were being planned. A dedicated
helpline phone number and email were established.
These contact details were advertised on the
Department’s website and social media.

 Solution to Challenge
This service was planned, developed and delivered
within one day after the announcement of the first
wave of restrictions. Internal stakeholders who had
policy responsibility for business supports, as well
as colleagues in the Communications Unit, were
consulted to input to a script that would be used by
the team to answer phone calls. The script covers
all the schemes, grants, vouchers etc., available to
businesses.
As the breadth and number of calls increase, the
script has grown from a two page document to 12
pages, reflecting the growing number and type of
queries received. The team handles all calls received,
many of which are not related to the Department’s
supports. For example, in the early stages of the
Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme and the Pandemic
Unemployment Payment, the team dealt with a wide
range of social welfare and tax related queries. The
team also addresses enquiries about the Department
of Social Protection’s Enterprise Support Grant, and
the Fáilte Ireland Adaptation Grant. If unable to fully
address the call, the team identifies and refers the
callers to the appropriate department/agency.
Since late March, the Call Centre team has been
operating on a remote basis.
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 Results
To date (6 November 2020), over 10,800 enquires
from businesses have been addressed by the Business
Support Call Centre. This has meant that the business
units responsible for developing policy responses
to the COVID-19 crisis through new and amended
support schemes, involving legislation in some cases,
have been free to focus on that essential and critical
work. Ensuring staff selected for the Centre had
the knowledge and customer service skills required
provided both internal and external customer
benefits.

Now tested and proven to be a valuable addition to
the public service the Department offers, the decision
was made to continue and expand this innovation
into a business information service addressing all
business supports in a post COVID-19 environment.
The Enterprise Information Centre was officially
launched on the 11 November 2020. The Centre will
assist businesses by providing a signposting service to
general business supports including supports available
to prepare for and deal with Brexit.

The business sector has welcomed the introduction
of the Call Centre, which has proven to be a vital
information service. A significant proportion of the
callers are sole traders and high street type stores
who have had little interaction with the public sector
system as part of their ongoing work. Many of the
callers had limited or no awareness of the offerings
and measures that were available to assist them
during the crisis. The Call Centre proved to be their
first port of call. The team reports that the majority
of callers have expressed gratitude on the positive
experience of being able to speak with officials who
understand their challenges and are able to point
them in the direction of appropriate supports to assist
them during the crisis.

11
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The Community Call

Innovation
through digital
and people

Interagency
collaboration

 Challenge
Following the announcement of COVID-19
restrictions in mid-March 2020, the Department
for Rural and Community Development (DRCD)
was designated to identify supports for vulnerable
people who were advised by Government to stay at
home. As a first step, DRCD established a COVID-19
Advisory Group on Community Response, comprising
stakeholders from the statutory, community and
voluntary sectors. It quickly became apparent that
strong co-ordination at both national and local
level would be necessary, to provide consistent
communication, ensure good governance and address
any emerging gaps in provision.

Internal
customer

Service
delivery

COVID-19
innovation

All 31 LAs quickly took the lead in setting up the
‘Community Call.’ Over the course of one weekend,
community call helplines and Community Response
Forums were established to lead co-ordination of
community supports.
Membership of the Fora included LA staff, community
champions, the Public Participation Network,
representatives of local development organisations
and statutory bodies such as the HSE, An Post,
Community Welfare Services, Volunteer Centres,
An Garda Síochána, Red Cross, Civil Defence, GAA,
and the Irish Farmers Association. Community Call
Teams were established within each LA to manage the
Community Call helpline and Forum.

 Approach to Challenge

 Solution to Challenge

In response, DRCD worked closely with the
Department of the Taoiseach to put in place an
unprecedented partnership between Government
Departments, Local Authorities and the Community &
Voluntary sector. On 27 March, 2020, at the request
of the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local
Government, each Local Authority (LA) established a
Community Forum, representing local community and
voluntary groups providing supports to vulnerable
people in their communities.

LAs operated the ‘Community Call’ helpline service
8am to 8pm, seven days a week, taking calls from,
and reaching out to, those who needed help. Through
collaboration at the Community Response Forum,
and linking with the national helpline operated by
Alone, the services and commitment of volunteers
and community groups were harnessed to arrange
or provide supports for those in need. This included
arranging collection and delivery of food, medication
and meals, social supports and a range of other
services.

A national guidance framework was provided to
ensure a co-ordinated local response to meet the
needs of vulnerable people and those restricted to
their homes could be provided. The response also
required supports to combat social isolation and to
provide relevant information and sign-posting.
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The Forum worked effectively to capture the local
knowledge required, to identify gaps, and to build
on the volunteer capacity available on the ground.
LA staff teams, reassigned to helpline and on-theground service delivery duties from other areas,
demonstrated agility in responding to customer needs
by adapting their roles, hours and services to meet
the exceptional circumstances.
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Geographical Information Systems (GIS) and IT
systems were central to the response and enabled
staff and volunteers to locate each property easily
and accurately. A publicly available dashboard and
GIS, developed and provided by the Department of
Housing, Local Government and Heritage working
with other stakeholders, collated the statistics and
information provided through the LAs, produced daily
reports and mapped demand for services across the
country.
With a variety of customer relationship management
(CRM) and other systems in place, all LAs were able
to respond to, track and close calls and provide
updates to the central data hub, from where a publicly
available, daily update on Community Call response
was published.
A structured approach to identifying and processing
voluntary group information, using online surveys
and administration dashboards, also helped ensure
that only approved and vetted groups were used by
LAs. In some cases, contact information for state and
local agencies was also collated and presented, along
with the details and locations of GPs, post offices,
supermarkets, Garda stations, and other essential
services.

 Results
The Community Call has been highly successful in
meeting the needs of those who required support
during COVID-19 restrictions and ensured that
government advice could be followed.
Since the start of the initiative, the 31 LA Community
Call helplines have received over 58,500 calls and
made over 22,600 follow-up calls. At the height of
the crisis in April, helplines handled 1,400 calls per
day. While the numbers fell subsequently as the
crisis abated and permanent solutions were found
for vulnerable people in communities, the helplines
remain open and ready to assist.
The capture and use of data allowed for analysis of
the spatial distribution of callers, to facilitate the
identification of areas of high and low demand for
services and service areas, in certain cases. This
ensured that no area with vulnerable populations
was overlooked and that information about the
Community Call could be effectively distributed
across the country.
The leadership and innovation demonstrated by
local authorities, coupled with the collaboration and
partnership with local groups and organisations,
enabled the effective provision of services
to vulnerable members of society during an
unprecedented crisis.

13

Our Public Service 2020 | Excellence in Customer Service Case Studies

Enhanced Customer Service to
Meet Emerging Public Need

Process
efficiency

 Challenge
Pre-pandemic, Citizens Information Board (CIB)
supported the delivery of Citizens Information
Services (CIS) via a website with comprehensive
information on social and public services in Ireland,
the Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS) and
a network of public drop-in Citizens Information
Centres.
Following government announcements on 12 March,
the network of Citizens Information Centres was
forced to close due to the inability to safely provide
services to customers on a drop-in basis. For the first
time in its history, the CIC network was closed to
the public indefinitely, with its volunteer base of 900
unable to support their local communities and its paid
staff dispersed without the necessary resources to
continue to provide an effective customer service.
CIPS continued to operate from its call centre in Cork;
however, the closure of school and childcare facilities,
along with new requirements for social distancing
within the workplace, resulted in the service operating
at a significantly reduced capacity. While both the CIS
network and CIPS operated at a significantly reduced
capacity, the services experienced an unprecedented
demand. This situation was exacerbated by the
rapidly changing information environment as new
emergency schemes, regulations and legislation came
into effect. The inability to provide normal face-toface advocacy and customer services presented a
particular challenge that affected the most vulnerable
and marginalised customers.

 Approach to Challenge
CIB’s Citizens Information Team began to work
intensively with CIS and CIPS management to
reconfigure operations to enable the continuity of
customer service.

14

Service
delivery

Customer
experience

COVID-19
innovation

A survey of the network’s staff was taken to establish
capacity to continue to work within closed offices
with social distancing measures, and remotely
through the use of personal mobile phone and IT
devices at home. This hybrid approach worked well
in maximising the capacity of staff to continue to
provide customer services.
Staff with sufficient equipment and expertise were
identified to begin to support CIPS remotely or within
a CIC office. In some cases, major IT support was
required to enable staff to access internal operational
networks for query tracking and activity recording.

 Solution to Challenge
Several projects were commenced to allow staff to
address the needs of the public.
A centralised national email service was quickly
established, with customer queries distributed across
the national network to Information Officers working
remotely.
By mid-April, a new national Request a Call Back
service was made available through the Citizens
Information and CIB websites. This provided
customers with an opportunity to complete a web
form with their details, in order to get one to one
support with queries though a follow up call from an
Information Officer.
These new national services were integrated into
a newly established Query Management System
(QMS) to track customer service delivery and query
outcomes.
The QMS is a secure web based online system
developed for managing the Call Back service offered
through the Citizens Information website and later
the centralised national email service. The system
was built using Salesforce – Lightening Experience,
a cloud-based software that can easily be accessed
remotely.
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Personal and query details submitted through the Call
Back web form automatically transfer to the QMS,
with end to end encryption. Two national Query
Coordinators monitor and allocate customer queries,
whether they are received via the web form or by
email, to an available Information Officer.
A national approach to scheduling and displaying
availability of resources was required to assess the
availability of Information Officers based around
the country. The web application WhenIWork was
the preferred solution and this provided Query
Coordinators with a centralised view of available
resources.
This different form of service delivery was further
enhanced by developing a greater social media
presence and publicity campaigns, developed by
the Information Resources Team (who manage the
development and updating of the Citizens Information
website) and PR Team respectively.

 Results
Developing the Request a Call Back and the QMS was
a key milestone in commencing the development of
a digital strategy for CIS service delivery. It is hoped
that ongoing development of this service in providing
an effective customer pathway will emerge as a highly

efficient means of service delivery. In the period April
to August 2020, CIS dealt with just under 16,000
queries through the QMS. This was achieved while
enabling people to work from home and tapping into
staff availability nationwide.
The development of a greater online presence across
social media channels yielded a significant level
of queries from the general public outside of the
traditional Citizens Information Service phone and
email channels. Between 11 March and 5 November
2020 across 1197 queries were responded to.
While the QMS has been a success and has paved
the way for development of a highly efficient digital
strategy in the CIS network, there are instances where
dealing with queries remotely is not suitable. Some
customers lack the language, literacy, technological or
financial resources necessary to access CIS via phone
and email.
The CIS will review the efficiency and effectiveness of
the newly developed service delivery model, designed
in response to Covid-19, to determine the optimum
hybrid remote/face-to-face service delivery to ensure
all CIS customers continue to receive the service they
require.
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Public Libraries Response
to COVID-19

Customer
experience

Access
improvement

 Challenge
Public library services are provided by the 31 local
authorities1, with a national library management
system operated on a shared service basis by Dublin
City Council (DCC) and the Local Government
Management Agency (LGMA).
Library services extend far beyond book lending
and encompass a wealth of literary events, local
history initiatives, health and wellbeing programmes,
storytelling and education programmes, literacy
supports and, increasingly, online services and
e-resources. These are all delivered to a growing and
diverse membership of over 1,000,000 customers
nationally.
Library services across Ireland had to reconsider how
they delivered services to customers, following the
closure of library buildings in March 2020 due to
COVID-19 restrictions.
Rapid changes had to be made to the way services
were delivered, building on the experience over
recent years in moving to online services. Changes
had to take account of the different needs of the
varied community of library users.
The on-the-ground relationships between library
staff and customers allowed them to develop a
range of innovative and considered responses,
many appropriate to local circumstances and others
replicated nationally.

 Approach to Challenge
Recognising that users would not have access
to library buildings, and that demand for new
memberships would increase during lockdown,
changes were made to the library registration system
enabling the full registration process to be completed
1
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online, where previously a visit to the library was
required.
Additionally, it was clear that online services would
be in high demand, so it was essential that the stock
of eBooks and eAudiobooks was sufficient to satisfy
this.
However, not everybody had the means or desire to
access books and services online, and libraries had to
respond appropriately for their members who wished
to access new reading material, CDs or DVDs from
the library.
Restrictions also impacted on local and national
initiatives which are normally celebrated in the
country’s 330 library branches throughout the
year, including the Spring into Storytime reading
programme, Children’s Book Festival and Science
Week.
Responses were both local and national, with
collaboration and sharing of best practice across
the network of library services. This allowed for a
consistent approach to the delivery of key services
alongside local responses appropriate to the needs of
specific communities and groups.
The LGMA engaged with DCC, who host the
National Library Management System, to allow for
memberships to be fully activated online.
To meet the needs of the housebound and other
vulnerable communities, many local authorities,
provided a delivery service of library items. The
delivery service was initially offered to those
cocooning but has been scaled up in many local
authorities. A more targeted approach to schools and
prisons was also offered.
There was a strong commitment that annual
programmes should proceed. Events normally held
in branches would be provided online. Issues such

Provided by 30 library authorities (Galway has one library authority that covers each of the city and county councils)
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as licensing fees for streaming services, staff skills
around online production and curation of events and
communication to customers had to be overcome.

 Solution to Challenge
The necessary changes were made to the library
management system to facilitate the registration
and use of services during the library closures.
International service providers such as Borrowbox,
the book lending app, adjusted their service model to
facilitate online membership registration.
Click and collect services were provided across all
libraries, whenever possible, to ensure customers had
access to book lending services. Local responses, such
as themed ‘Book Bundles’ for children in Wicklow
libraries, were well received by children and parents
alike. Some libraries also delivered care packages with
book deliveries.
The LGMA developed health and safety guidance and
protocols for the handling of materials, which were
agreed with the Department of Health before the
delivery of library items began.
Irish publisher partners and the Irish Writers Union
agreed to waive online streaming license fees to
ensure that programmes like Spring into Storytime
could proceed online, and also agreed that videos
for selected books would remain available online
while library buildings were closed. In return, libraries
promoted Irish children’s books and authors. Libraries
also delivered an array of children’s workshops
and seminars online, with programming every day
throughout the initial period of lockdown.

These services were complemented by publicity
campaigns undertaken by library staff, on and
offline, to keep their customers up to date on these
innovative services.

 Results
The changes to the registration process resulted in an
upsurge in membership and an increased demand for
online library resources.
From April to October, 1,063,187 eBooks and
eAudiobooks were borrowed, a 131% increase on
2019. During the same period, 40,347 new members
registered for access to eBooks and eAudiobooks,
a 129% increase on the previous year. This
unprecedented demand resulted in the Department
of Rural and Community Development investing
€400,000 in additional eBooks and eAudiobooks.
The production and curation of library events has
changed dramatically with the result that libraries
now reach a much wider audience. For example
Dublin City Libraries History Festival hosted 40
events with 6,000 attendees, all online and April’s
Spring into Storytime resulted in streaming 1,045
storytime videos which were viewed 648,135 times.
COVID-19 accelerated a digital transformation that
was already happening in public libraries. These
innovations will inform the future of library services,
incorporating the digital provision of activities, with
the traditional ‘physical’ aspects of library work,
ensuring the service continues to be person and
community focused.
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Processing Housing
Application Forms (HPL1)
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COVID-19
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 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, applicants for social
housing and Rebuilding Ireland Home Loans were
requested to supply the relevant Local Authority
(LA) with a physically ‘stamped’ Housing Application
Form (HPL1) from the Revenue Commissioners. In
general, applicants would call to a Revenue public
office with the HPL1 Form and request that it be
completed. Revenue officers would take the form
to be processed and the applicant had a choice of
having the completed form returned to them by post,
or they could collect it the next day. Applicants could
also submit the HPL1 form through ordinary post.
However, as a large portion of housing applicants are
of no fixed abode, most chose to submit the form via
a public office and collect it the next day. This was a
large driver of contacts to Revenue public offices and
accounted for approximately 20% of all contacts to
the public offices.

To address these issues and ensure continuation of
this service to housing applicants, Revenue contacted
the Local Government Management Agency (LGMA),
the Housing Agency, and the Department of Housing,
Local Government and Heritage (DHLGH) to agree a
new process for dealing with these requests.

Upon receipt of a completed HPL1 form, the
applicant could submit the form to the relevant LA as
part of their housing application.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all Revenue public
offices closed to the public on 13 March 2020. In
addition to this, the vast majority of Revenue staff
have been working from home during this time. This
created difficulties for housing applicants who needed
a completed HPL1 form in order to apply for social
housing. Although they could still submit their HPL1
through ordinary post, if they were of no fixed abode,
Revenue had nowhere to return the completed form.
As Revenue staff were working from home, ordinary
post was collected once or twice a week depending
on the office. This had the potential to increase the
processing time for HPL1 forms, causing undue stress
to housing applicants who are often in a vulnerable
position.
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The new process had to be clear for the housing
applicants, easy to engage with from the perspective
of LAs and systemised from Revenue’s point of view.

 Solution to Challenge
It was agreed that Social Housing applicants and
applicants for the Rebuilding Ireland Home Loan
could request that the LA undertake an electronic,
systemised process to obtain the information directly
from the Revenue Commissioners. This removed the
need for the housing applicant to obtain a physically
completed HPL1 form from Revenue, or by Revenue’s
online systems ROS/MyAccount.
The system works by LAs registering with Revenue’s
online system. Once a week, they submit a query via
Revenue’s MyEnquiries system including the Personal
Public Service Number’s (PPSN) of applicants in their
area. In a systemised manner, Revenue checks the
PPSN’s against information held on their records and
replies to the LA within a maximum of 3 days.

 Results
This new process efficiency has been in place since
early April 2020. As of November 2020, 796 bundled
requests have been received from 29 LAs on behalf
of 10,480 individual applicants. Due to the electronic
system, Revenue can check all applicants in a request
in a single step. Once set up, LAs find the system
straightforward to use and receive responses and
support from Revenue in a very timely manner (less
than 3 days, but often a same day response).
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Although Revenue is still receiving paper applications,
the volume of online requests is steadily increasing. At
the beginning of May 2020, 99% of applications were
received on paper, by end of August this figure had
decreased to 33%. The majority of paper applications
are being sourced from third parties, including
housing charities, and Revenue is engaging with these
parties with a view to updating them on the new
process.
Most LAs have engaged with the new process and
there is ongoing collaboration between Revenue,
the LGMA and the DHLGH to address issues as they
arise. Revenue is also providing support to LAs as they
transition to the new process.
The new process has improved the service to
both internal and external customers. The internal
customer (i.e. Revenue caseworkers) benefitted
by replacing a voluminous paper system with a
systemised electronic one. Multiple checks can be
done in one assessment, and the need for 37,000
points of contact to Revenue from public customers
annually has been removed.

For the external customer, a paper system which
formed part of the process when applying for housing
supports has been discontinued through the creation
of a single point of contact in Local Government for
customers when applying for housing supports. This
simplified the process for housing applicants, has
enhanced the customer experience, demonstrating
the agility and responsiveness of the Public Sector
Bodies involved, particularly during a pandemic
lockdown.
This process is transitioning to business as usual post
COVID-19 under a different format, whereby it is
planned to further enhance this system by reducing a
considerable amount of contacts from Revenue and
also provide a more efficient service to the LAs and
housing applicants.
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Online Renewals Project
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 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

The process for Irish Residency Permit Renewal
applications was a heavy, time-consuming paperbased, in-person approach. Customers were required
to schedule an appointment online to be seen in
person at the Dublin Registration Office. There, their
paper-based applications were processed manually
while they were being ushered through the process in
the same visit.

Innovation through digital delivery was used to
approach this challenge by moving to an online
approach. This approach was taken by targeting
renewals in order to tackle the higher volume
application type that also presented the lowest
amount of risk (relative to new registrants). It
was understood that a secure online format could
streamline the process, making it less time consuming
and more accessible to both internal customers (staff
at the Registration Office) and external customers
(registrants). This digitisation approach is part of an
overall move to digitise immigration applications, as
part of the Immigration Service Improvement Plan,
which commits to improving all customer service
offerings.

This process presented a number of challenges to
customers. The scheduling of in-person appointments
was limited by the number of case workers (and
stations) onsite at the Dublin Registration Office
and had to be split amongst new applications and
renewals. Following significant difficulty in securing
an appointment, due to the limited availability of
appointments, first-time customers would often
experience long wait times between the steps of the
process. This put a significant amount of pressure on
the Immigration Service Delivery (ISD) staff working
in the office and resulted in a lot of frustration
amongst registrants.
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, an even bigger
challenge arose due to the requirement to close the
Dublin Registration Office for a period of time. When
the office re-opened in July 2020, staff not only had a
large backlog of old cases and a new wave of renewals
and registrations, there was also significant pressure
to reduce footfall in order to comply with social
distancing guidelines. All of these challenges pushed
for innovative thinking and a need to deliver customer
service for immigration applications in an entirely
different way.
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Given the impact and volume of yearly renewals, a
very user centric approach was taken. A significant
effort was made to understand the pain points in
order to solve the problem. Beginning with a thorough
analysis phase, the current state both from an internal
customer and external customer perspective were
fully assessed and a full picture of the process was
documented. This allowed evaluation of the key
process gaps that, when addressed, would lead to
improved service delivery.
Gaps identified were addressed individually in a
service and process optimisation effort. Both the
internal and external customer pain points and
gaps were identified in order to yield actual service
improvements that would result in tangible customer
benefits. The customer, whether internal or external,
was always at the heart of every stage of development.
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 Solution to Challenge

 Results

The solution leverages a technological solution
already used by ISD for other schemes, integrating
Form.io, Alfresco and RealEx Global Payments to
create a robust and extendable online form platform.

Within the first month of its launch the Online
Renewal Form for Residency Permits resulted in
16,000 applications being received and to date,
nearly 44,000 online renewal applications have been
received. It is expected that this number will exceed
50,000 by the end of 2020 for the Dublin region only.

An Online Forms Pilot launched by the Department
of Justice in 2018 to address the Student Renewal
Scheme, for example, evolved into an online form
platform, to streamline and optimise the processing of
applications. The success of this pilot drove ISD to use
the same technology and the project team to extend
this solution to include Online Renewals.
The Department was therefore in a position to design
and handle online applications, so the extension into
Online Renewals made sense. By moving renewals to
an online application and payment format, foot traffic
would heavily decrease in the Dublin Registration
Office and allow customers to take a self-service
approach to their applications. This would also further
reduce the COVID-19 created backlog of renewal
applications.

The Online Renewals Form solution has solved many
of the challenges faced by customers. It saves time in
arranging an appointment in the Dublin Registration
Office, paper applications have been reduced,
online payments can be made, footfall in the Dublin
Registration Office has been reduced, and services
are more accessible. On average, it now takes less
than seven minutes to review and complete a case
for a typical online renewal. This has significantly
improved the experience of both internal and external
customers.
This transition to digital delivery has enabled
thousands of customers to complete renewal
applications in a more efficient and accessible manner.
This innovation through digital delivery has improved
customers’ overall experience of our services and
paved the way for digital delivery to expand into a
number of other areas in the Department, with many
other schemes and forms queued for inclusion.
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Supporting People living in
Direct Provision in Ballyhaunis,
Co. Mayo during COVID-19
Communications

 Challenge
COVID-19 and the challenges that it has brought, has
also challenged the normal patterns of everyday life
for people in Ireland. While everyone is vulnerable to
COVID-19, it is widely recognised that people living
in direct provision are especially vulnerable. They
live in congregated settings and some have complex
health issues. Those who are working, are often
healthcare workers in nursing homes and community
care services.
South West Mayo Development Company (SWMDC),
which also trades as Mayo Intercultural Action
(MIA), is a local development company with core
programme funding from the Departments of Rural &
Community Development (DRCD) and Justice (DoJ).
SWMDC/MIA has several dedicated social inclusion
staff supporting asylum seekers living in the Old
Convent Ballyhaunis Direct Provision Centre, home to
approximately 240 people, half of whom are children.
When the restrictions on movement came into force
and the Direct Provision Centre closed to external
visitors, SWMDC/MIA was obliged to reimagine
how to support this vulnerable group throughout the
pandemic.

 Approach to Challenge
As part of SWMDC/MIA’s continuity planning, staff
and management identified essential functions
that needed to be prioritised during the COVID-19
pandemic. Supports to asylum seekers were identified
as part of this process.

Service
delivery

Customer
experience

COVID-19
innovation

SWMDC/MIA staff identified several priorities for its
work with asylum seekers:
• Dissemination of accurate, plain English
information about COVID-19 and public health
measures to asylum seekers. It was recognised
that follow-up would be required to ensure the
information was accurately understood.
• Creating an avenue of support for healthcare
workers living in direct provision and disseminating
information on accommodation options for
healthcare workers.
• Working to counter false information and to
encourage trust in public health teams.
• Continued one-to-one advocacy for especially
vulnerable clients, e.g. access to specialist, hightech medication and advocating on accommodation
needs and issues.
• Supports for parents and children who were
obliged to self-isolate for prolonged periods.
• Maintaining SWMDC/MIA’s core supports and
services to residents.

 Solution to Challenge
As there were no visitors permitted to the Centre, the
work was carried out remotely. SWMDC/MIA was
helped by the very strong relationships and general
goodwill that has built-up over time between people
living in direct provision and SWMDC/MIA staff.
SWMDC/MIA is recognised by residents as a credible
and trustworthy organisation working for the best
interests of asylum seekers.
SWMDC/MIA moved its work to WhatsApp and
Zoom, which was facilitated by a good internet
connection within the Direct Provision Centre.
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SWMDC and MIA staff and clients with President Higgins on 19 June 2019 at a Garden Party to acknowledge the work of
those supporting asylum seekers and refugees.

The following solutions were devised to address the
above challenges:
• Setting-up a general WhatsApp group to share
information amongst residents.
• Contacting healthcare workers living in the Centre,
providing them with one-to-one support and
inviting them to join a dedicated WhatsApp group
for healthcare workers that was set-up.
• Working with statutory agencies to better
communicate and demystify formal letters. For
example, they worked with Túsla to create a plain
English version of a letter from a government
department about naming alternative carers for
children should parents fall ill. The revised letter
also included contact details of local support staff
in case the letter triggered anxiety in parents.
• Linking in with the HSE public health teams around
COVID-19 testing.
• Working with the HSE to support, promote and
encourage uptake of a webinar designed for
residents in direct provision, Coping with Stress
during COVID-19.
• Developing and delivering a wide variety of
initiatives (online and offline) to support parents
and children. This involved working as part of
a multi-agency group, including Mayo County
Council, Túsla, Ballyhaunis Inclusion Project,
Foróige, Mayo Sports Partnership, Ballyhaunis
Family Resource Centre and parents living in direct
provision.

 Results
SWMDC/MIA’s reassuring presence and its provision
of accurate, clear, and relevant information to
residents helped to reduce the fear and uncertainty
within the Old Convent Direct Provision Centre.
The Plain English version of the letter for parents
nominating carers was particularly well received, as
were the targeted supports provided to healthcare
workers.
The delivery of the parenting support group was a
huge success and led to tangible ongoing positive
outcomes for parents and children, at a time of
extreme isolation. Over 60 children engaged with
the activities and approximately 100 adults received
targeted support from SWMDC/MIA during this time.
One-to-one supports continue to be provided and
this has changed from being fully remote to a blended
approach, depending on the restrictions at the time.
The dedicated ongoing support to families and
children in direct provision will continue into 2021,
which will be blended, depending on the restrictions at
the time.
COVID-19 has tested the meaning of Public Service.
SWMDC/MIA has worked extraordinary hard to
conceive a new way of delivering services to some of
the most vulnerable people living in Ireland. Without
this support, the fear in the Centre would have been
greatly magnified. Their delivery of multiple solutions
to the numerous challenges experienced by direct
provision residents during COVID-19 illustrates the
best of Public Service principles and values.

• Continuing with SWMDC/MIA’s core supports to
residents. As many services were postponed due
to COVID-19, this involved continual updating and
reassurance from SWMDC/MIA staff to affected
residents.
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Cavan Food Centres

Customer
experience

 Challenge
Cavan County Local Development (CCLD), the Local
Development Company for Cavan, were challenged
to respond to the ongoing needs of communities that
were exacerbated during the COVID-19 crisis.
The issue of a potential food need was identified
on 21 March 2020 when CCLD staff supported
a secondary school, by packing food parcels
through a Food Cloud (non-profit social enterprise)
initiative in its outreach office. Cavan County Civil
Defence volunteers then distributed food parcels
to disadvantaged families locally, who had been
accessing food through this initiative via the school
before its closure.
This situation was not unique. There was a food need
among families across the county due to the closure
of schools, as well as vulnerable people cocooning in
their homes.

 Approach to Challenge
The Department of Rural and Community
Development (DRCD) had indicated to the local
development sector that flexibility would be afforded
to them during the crisis regarding staff who were
paid to deliver the Social Inclusion and Community
Activation Programme (SICAP). SICAP 2018 – 2022
provides funding to tackle poverty and social exclusion
through local engagement and partnerships between
disadvantaged individuals, community organisations
and public sector agencies. This freed up SICAP
workers to focus on responses to the crisis.
In cooperation with Cavan County Civil Defence and
An Garda Síochána, it was decided to set-up Food
Centres in other locations where staff of CCLD could
source, coordinate and pack food parcels. The Civil
Defence and An Garda Siochana would undertake
the collection and delivery of food to the designated
centres around the county and to people’s homes.
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Staff from CCLD engaged with Food Cloud in Dublin,
along with local food producers and wholesalers,
given the county’s strong agri-food sector, as well as
local supermarkets.
Other partners were invited to support CCLD
including the Family Resource Centres, Cavan Public
Participation Network (PPN), Town Teams, Cavan
County Council, the GAA and a number of volunteers.

 Solution to Challenge
The response from the suppliers was very positive
and within two weeks, seven Food Centres were
established, providing enough reach and supplies to
deliver food parcels across the entire county.
CCLD’s partners engaged in activities such as
promoting the Food Centres, identifying and referring
households for food support, undertaking food
collections from donors, packing food parcels on
their own premises and delivering them locally. It was
also arranged that referrals would come through the
Community Call helpline, Public Health Nurses and
direct calls from households needing support.
All this support enabled CCLD provide a range of
supports, including coordinating county wide Food
Bank initiatives, in addition to delivering its core
programmes.
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 Results
The initiative was publicised through the local media
and demand grew from 45 parcels delivered on the
first day (21 March) to over 600 parcels per week.
Furthermore, the initiative led to the establishment
of a new county wide Meals on Wheels service, as
it was identified that many communities within the
county never had a Meals on Wheels service. Over
100 people currently access the new Meals on Wheels
service which is delivered in collaboration with Civil
Defence and the HSE.

As a result of this initiative, SICAP staff are continuing
to actively engage with many of the remaining
households to provide a range of tailored supports to
ensure that the issues that have created this food need
can be tackled, by developing an action plan so that
each household can strive towards self-sufficiency.
The action plan is a template currently utilised under
SICAP that identifies pre-existing barriers and issues
and sets a roadmap for the individual to overcome
those challenges through a range of supports such as
training and education, bursary grants, linkages with
other agencies and advice and guidance.

Since the county exited the initial lockdown there
have been less than 100 households receiving weekly
food parcels. Many of the vulnerable people who
were cocooning at the time and in many cases are still
cocooning, have been transferred onto CCLD’s newly
established Meals on Wheels service, while many
other people resumed employment.
The collaboration of local agencies and organisations
on the ground has been pivotal to the success of the
Food Centre Initiative. SICAP ensured that a sensitive
and client focused approach was undertaken, using
community development principles. The strong
working relationships on the ground and trust that has
been established over the years between the CLDC
and its partners, including Cavan County Council,
facilitated a fast response to the most vulnerable in
society.
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Appointment Booking System

Communications

Service
delivery

 Challenge
While Kildare County Council (KCC) provides a range
of services online and via email, it was apparent from
the lockdown that a cohort of customers still required
physical access at the KCC offices to avail of services.
These were often vulnerable categories in terms of
COVID-19 risk and were more accustomed to face to
face service.
With this in mind, as the country emerged
from lockdown, the matter of safe and efficient
management of customer access to the KCC buildings
was identified by the Council’s COVID-19 Business
Continuity Group as a key challenge.
It was important that the means of doing this
supported public health measures and protected the
public and Council staff.

 Approach to Challenge
To address the problem, the Business Continuity
Group recommended that access to their buildings,
upon reopening, would be by appointment only.
Coordinated through the Council’s Customer Service
Manager and in collaboration with the Council’s IT
Department, a working group was formed to address
this issue.
Several objectives were identified by the group as key
to successfully address the issue:
• Making it easy for staff and customers to use a
booking system, in order to support a change in
behaviour.
• Quick, cheap and easy customisation of
appointment schedules and messaging that
required minimal IT development work and swift
deployment of a solution.
• An extensive communications campaign to address
customer expectations regarding casual access and
local signage in and around the environs of County
Hall, libraries etc.
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• Ensuring the Council communicated all public
health and Council specific controls related
to access to Council buildings, throughout the
customer’s experience of the service.
• A facility for appointments to be booked over the
phone.
• Ensuring privacy rights on the capture and use of
personal data were imparted to customers during
their use of the system.
• Ensuring the Council building and public counters
were reconfigured to create a safe customer
environment.

 Solution to Challenge
Following assessment by the IT Department,
the Council’s internal room booking system was
reconfigured and deployed as a booking system with
an external customer focus. The following aspects
were developed and deployed live on 25 June 2020,
in the lead up to reopening of all Council offices on 29
June:
• Customised appointment schedules – each
Department identified the number of
appointments, duration and interval between each
appointment, in order to tailor their appointments/
services. This was to ensure that adequate services
were available, while avoiding congregation and
queuing.
• Each Departmental booking page displays
available appointments, contains key public health
information and guidance on how to access the
building and the privacy statement, as well as
promotion of available alternative online service
options, to discourage attendance in person.
• Customers can book appointments online for
public counters and libraries and on entering
their contact details and confirming booking, they
receive:
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Kildare County Council
Access by Appointment ONLY

Book Online

Phone

www.kildarecountycouncil.ie

045 980 200

For Housing Services

For Motor Tax

appointments by phone only
at 045 980 200.

Book Online or Phone 045 980 591

 Results
BOOK
APPOINTMENT

ARRIVE JUST
IN TIME

FOLLOW
SIGNAGE

REPORT
DIRECTLY TO
APPOINTMENT
DEPARTMENT

LEAVE
BUILDING
PROMPTLY
AFTER
APPOINTMENT

Physical posters displayed at and near all offices and also
used in social media campaign.

» Booking text/email confirmations with links
to the privacy statement and local COVID-19
guidelines.
» Facility to cancel or reschedule appointments.
» Directions to attend the specific location
of their appointment (to avoid queuing/
presenting at the Council’s Customer Service
Counter).
» A reminder text/email the day before their
appointment.
An extensive radio, newspaper, social media, poster
and email campaign over three weeks was used
to influence change in customer expectations and
behaviour towards use of an online booking system.

Since launching in June, KCC has safely connected
over 25,500 of their customers with face to face
services through the appointment system. Following
a two week pilot phase, most departments have
expanded the number of appointments available.
The communications strategy, in tandem with the
innovation, has proved effective for all concerned.
There has been no queuing or congregation at their
offices and the service has been well received by
customers. It has removed the requirement to queue
and minimised time spent in the building. This digital
innovation has also enabled the effective scheduling
of staff attendance at counters and anticipating
customer volumes, in order to ensure a more efficient
use of resources, benefiting both the internal and
external customer.
Housing services appointments are made by housing
staff only, which has enabled triaging customer cases
to ensure priority can be given to appointments for
these cases. This has ensured appointments are more
targeted and productive, and is proving to be a more
efficient use of everyone’s time.
The continuation of this initiative is under serious
consideration, given the positive benefits in terms of
the efficiency of the service for the organisation and
the public.

A facility to make bookings by phone was established
through the Council’s Customer Care Centre. During
the first two weeks, walk-ins were facilitated so that
older persons or persons with special needs could
make appointments in person, who may not have
been aware of the new service before they attended
the offices.
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Gateways to our Services: DCC
Channel Management Strategy

Access
improvement

Process
efficiency

Service
delivery

Communications

Customer
experience

 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

Dublin City Council (DCC) provides almost 600
services across multiple channels and touchpoints
to citizens, businesses and visitors to the city. This
includes a range of customer access points in their
Civic Offices campus, Area Offices, libraries, sports
and recreation centres and numerous other locations
that provide particular services e.g. Arts Office, Motor
Tax, etc.

Implementation of the research phase of developing
the revised Customer Action Plan sought to identify
what needed to be addressed from a customer access
and service delivery perspective.

Although a Customer Services Centre has been in
place since 2004, a significant number of services are
delivered on a departmental basis, through a range of
generic email addresses, phone numbers and social
media accounts.
DCC service delivery is set in the context of
the constantly changing social, economic and
technological environment that DCC must be
responsive to. To meet the commitments set out in
the DCC Customer Service Action Plan and Customer
Charter, DCC must provide services that are:
• Easy to access
• Easy to use
• Convenient
• Cost effective
• Reliable
• Secure
The changing range of functions and service delivery
models that have emerged in recent years highlighted
the need for DCC to become more responsive,
progressive and flexible in the way they deliver their
services.
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DCC gathered as much information as possible
from internal reports on the existing channels that
customers used to access services. However, they
discovered that there were a number of data gaps
in information on citizen contacts across contact
channels.
In response to this, DCC conducted surveys with
a range of stakeholders specifically focused on
accessing services. Stakeholders included customers,
using the Your Dublin Your Voice panel, the Public
Participation Network (PPN), Councillors and staff.
In conjunction with DCC’s Age Friendly Team, they
conducted a ‘Walkability’ audit of the Civic Offices,
where they asked members of the Older Persons
Network to try to access a number of services within
the Civic Offices campus. The team then filled out a
questionnaire with the members on ease of access,
signage, etc.
DCC also researched good practice examples and
service delivery models from public bodies in Ireland
and around the world.
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 Results
A number of projects in the programme are complete
or nearing completion and some have greatly assisted
DCC to continue to provide services during the
COVID-19 response:
• A comprehensive Service Catalogue is in place,
which was instrumental to determine service
priority.
• Telephony system upgrade
» The menu system from the main 222 2222
number has been streamlined which provides
improved access for customers to specific
services.
Services are still migrating to the new platform;
however, this process efficiency allowed DCC to
set-up the Community Call Helpline very quickly
and on a remote basis. It also provides for a more
flexible approach, where members of teams delivering
services can answer calls on site and remotely.

 Solution to Challenge
Using information from research, DCC developed
a Channel Management Strategy, ‘Gateways to our
Services’, which provides a framework to allow the
public access their services how, where and when they
need them, with options that provide access for all.
The overall strategy is to provide a set of wellmanaged, efficient and easy to use contact channels,
backed up by a set of supporting platforms –
Customer Services and Area Offices, the Service
Catalogue and our digital platform - that give easy
access to services and allow for a consistent and
integrated response to customer enquiries. Data and
insight gained from service demand and customer
feedback will assist in improving services.

The number of public counters in the Civic Offices
has been consolidated from 30 to 8, most of which
are on the ground floor, making services much more
accessible to citizens. This has greatly facilitated the
reopening of the building on an appointments only
basis. An appointments system, with online booking
capability, has been implemented to facilitate this.
A Social Media Team and new Social Media Strategy
to develop a consistent tone and message for the
organisation, are now in place and this greatly assisted
communications during the COVID-19 response.
Additionally, a new Customer Portal and Customer
Relationship Management system is in development,
which will provide a key platform for digital service
delivery and service improvement for the citizens and
businesses of Dublin.

The strategy outlines the principles which underpins
DCC’s service delivery model and the service design
approach, which ensures that access to services
is designed around the user experience. It also
highlights the need to provide improved digital
service options for customers and examples of good
practice within DCC. It has formed the basis of the
programme of work which is currently underway to
address the issues identified in the research.
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RTÉ Home School Hub and
Home School Extra

Innovation
through digital
and people

Customer
experience

 Challenge
As part of its response to COVID-19, the Government
closed schools, colleges and childcare facilities
in March 2020. School closures and the absence
of the normal daily school routine significantly
impacted on children and their parents who missed
the connection, structure and guidance that school
provides. School closures affected children from
an educational perspective, but also from a social
interaction perspective.
While many secondary schools were able to pivot
quickly and embraced online teaching, primary
schools faced more challenges from a social
engagement perspective, but also a technology
perspective, as not all children had access to
technology for online learning. There was an
expectation that teachers and primary schools should
bridge this gap; however, many did not have access to
all of the resources necessary to achieve that.
The challenge was to meet the needs of primary school
children and their parents by providing curriculum
based learning, as well as an engaging cross platform
package for TV, radio, social media and online.

 Approach to Challenge
RTÉ, the national broadcaster, was well placed to step
in and address this gap. They were uniquely positioned
to help school children and their parents deal with
the uncertainty caused by the pandemic by providing
a daily routine of high quality education through
the medium of TV. RTÉ Young Peoples’ Department
decided to provide school on TV, which offered a
robust platform that could be accessed by most
children. The RTÉ team were confident that they could
provide an ‘Edutainment’ format that would serve
children, parents and teachers alike.
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Service delivery

Interagency
collaboration

COVID-19
innovation

The RTÉ team quickly identified key building blocks
necessary to developing a high quality series and
getting to air. First, the RTÉ team required a budget
to deliver the series. It secured resources to deliver
60 hours of content (plus the user generated content
programme Home School Hub Extra & the ISL version
of the series). Next, a television production company
with the necessary experience and capacity to deliver
high quality children’s content in quick time was
identified.
Finally, the buy-in and support of the Department of
Education and the Professional Development Service
for Teachers (PDST), as well as an in-house RTÉ team
that could underpin the television offering with
resources online via rte.ie/learn and a catch-up service
via the RTÉ Player, was central to the success of the
initiative. Each of these project partners were critical
to the delivery of the high quality project.

 Solution to Challenge
Programme output is normally planned well in
advance, as is funding. In this instance, by marrying
the skills of a highly experienced production company
and securing a small team within RTÉ with expertise
in children’s TV, radio, online and social, the project
moved quickly.
The key to the success of the TV programme was in
casting exceptional teaching talent who were able to
present through the medium of TV. RTÉ collaborated
with the Department of Education and PDST in
order to develop the programme content, which was
curriculum based. A school was secured as a location,
as was a special advisor from Mary Immaculate
College (Mary I) to double-check content. Once a daily
time slot was secured that was consistent (11am) they
were able to start.
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RTÉ developed a website, daily lesson plans, daily
activity sheets for each class, educational podcasts
and reached out to many third parties. This included
the Olympic Council of Ireland, Fighting words,
Dublin Zoo, Children’s Books Ireland, Creative Ireland,
the GAA, Sinead Burke, Bono, Lenny Abrahamson,
etc. Other independent production companies offered
access to their content for free and gave permission
to re-license accordingly.

 Results
The RTÉ team were motivated to contribute
something positive to society during lockdown and
through successful collaboration with their project
partners, this was achieved. The primary aim was to
deliver cross platform, curriculum based learning to as
wide an audience in a fun, educational and informative
way. The Home School Hub succeeded in this- the
project was delivered 6 days from commission to
filming. Not only did the team succeed in reaching,
engaging and teaching primary school children, the
Home School Hub managed to connect citizens, old
and young alike, via a tried and tested medium. RTÉ
demonstrated its ability to pivot and deliver high
quality educational content that was accessible and
met the needs of school children.

With 567,716, primary school children in Ireland,
over the course of the series, RTE Home School Hub
averaged 50.4 thousand viewers on RTÉ 2. There
were 1.13 million total page views on rte.ie/learn.
702,000 streams on RTE Player, 38,942 podcast loads
and 17,455 unique pieces of video content created
for Home School hub by viewers.
Positive feedback received by RTÉ from both parents
and children to the project has underlined the key
role of the national broadcaster in delivering a public
service in times of crisis. It also demonstrates the
public value created by the dynamic and innovative
RTÉ children’s department in the design and delivery
of structured education programming and content
in collaboration with key partners, such as the
Department of Education.
The RTE Young People's team are now involved
in production for the After school Hub, which
showcases fun and engaging afterschool activities for
primary school children.
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Home Education using
Lexia and TTRS

Innovation
through digital
and people

Service
delivery

 Challenge
A significant impact of the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic on families was that children had to be
home-schooled and parents were stepping into
new roles, teaching their own children, some more
confidently than others.
The challenge that the Wicklow County Council
(WCC) Library Service wanted to address was how
to ensure that children with literacy issues living and
being educated in Wicklow had access to literacy
support if and when needed.

Communications

Interagency
collaboration

COVID-19
innovation

Between the two supports, this service was made
available to 100 schools by early 2020. However, the
arrival of the pandemic and closure of schools meant
that a large amount of licences became unused. The
decision was made that rather than leaving these
licences unused, they could be offered to parents
who were concerned about their children’s reading
progress.
The approach to helping parents and children during
the COVID-19 restrictions and school closures led
staff to decide to augment the library offer by offering
these literacy supports directly from the library.

 Approach to Challenge

 Solution to Challenge

The Library Service had commenced the rollout of
two literacy supports to all schools in the county in
September 2019, comprising of approximately 120
schools, primary and secondary.

In the early stages of the initial lockdown, many library
staff were redeployed and worked on the COVID-19
Community Call Forum. This provided an opportunity
to engage with staff and identify a team of three to
devote their time to rolling out the literacy resources.
This team was trained up quickly, with their initial
focus being to get the message out to parents in the
community who needed access to the resources. This
was achieved through promoting the initiative on
social media, local radio and local newspapers, as well
as emailing teachers in all schools who in turn could
make parents aware of the offer through their own
communication links.

The two literacy supports are Lexia and TTRS.
Lexia, an online reading support, provides clear,
systematic and personalised learning, targeting skill
gaps as they emerge and presenting educators with
resources and data they need.
Touch-type Read and Spell (TTRS) is an online
structured literacy development programme that
helps to develop skills in reading, writing and spelling
through the medium of typing. This programme is
multi-sensory; students see, hear and type text and
also say target words. This repetition helps the letters
and words ‘stick’.
Funding for this initiative was largely sourced from the
Department of Rural and Community Development’s
Dormant Accounts Fund grant aid to Local Authorities,
which requires such funding to be steered towards
marginalised groups.
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Very quickly, emails, messages and phone calls from
parents began to arrive. Staff made arrangements to
call the parents to discuss their child’s individual needs
and explain what their level of involvement would be
as the child progressed through the program. Children
were then set up with access to one or both resources.
These resources include downloadable lessons with
clear instructions for parents on how to approach a
problem their child might be experiencing.
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Careful monitoring of student progress was
essential in order to ensure that those using these
resources were fully engaged. Certificates of reward
were posted directly to children as they reached
key milestones. Use of the programmes could be
monitored centrally by the Library Service to ensure
the optimum use of licences.

 Results
Through active communication and engagement,
Wicklow County Council was the first council to use
these resources on a large scale, collaborating with
schools and families across the county.
During the initial lockdown, approximately 150 young
people between 6 and 18 with literacy issues made
use of these resources remotely from March 2020. Of
the 150 students using licences, 94 consistently used
the service.
There was very positive feedback from parents,
with many reporting feeling more supported to help
their children who were struggling with reading and
spelling, as a result of this service. Through this digital
innovation, many felt empowered by access to the
resources, as well as supported by the readiness of
library staff to respond to their concerns or questions.

With the return of children to school, many teachers
noted that children who had availed of the licences
showed an improvement in their reading ability.
Most students have now returned to school and are
accessing licences through their schools and being
supported by their teachers. As of November 2020,
a total of 16 Lexia students and 19 TTRS students
continue to receive support directly from the library;
their class teachers receive progress reports when
requested and achievement certificates are sent to
the children as they are earned.
As a result of the success of the home education
aspect of this service, more schools have contacted
the Library Service about this offering. A number of
councils nationwide have also contacted the team
about their approach in delivering the service.
In addition to working with children with literacy
issues, the Library Service has commenced
approaching schools to support children living in
direct provision in the locality, who may benefit from
the use of these resources. Currently, 111 schools
across the county are collectively using over 700
Lexia licences and almost 2,500 TTRS licences.
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The Delivery of Online GP Portals
and Electronic Prescriptions

Access
Innovation
improvement through digital
and people

 Challenge
Since the outbreak of COVID-19 in Ireland, visiting
your General Practitioner (GP) is not recommended
for the duration of the pandemic, unless it is deemed
essential. Meanwhile, GP practices have been
overwhelmed dealing with potential COVID-19 cases,
while also challenged to provide ongoing general care
for their patients.

Service
delivery

Customer
experience

Interagency
collaboration

COVID-19
innovation

As a result of this initiative, there was also the
opportunity to enable the electronic transfer of
prescriptions to complement the service. The GP
could now send the prescription directly to the
patient’s pharmacy of choice, this would eliminate the
numerous exchanges involved in processing a paper
prescription, making it safer and easier for everyone.

 Solution to Challenge

The practical facilitation of this innovation came
about through a legislative change, to allow for easier
access to prescriptions and the electronic transfer
of prescriptions to a pharmacy. In conjunction
with the Department of Health, the HSE consulted
with the Irish Pharmacy Union, the Irish College of
General Practitioners and Clanwilliam (the leading
provider of GP Practice software). The digital solution
used software components already in existence
which enabled quick delivery of the innovation and
facilitated the electronic transfer of prescriptions to
a pharmacy via an approved electronic system, the
HSE’s Healthmail system.

For patients to be treated remotely, it was necessary
to develop online GP portals.

 Results

 Approach to Challenge
Due to the nature of the pandemic, it was deemed
vital to find an innovative solution to allow for GPs
and healthcare providers to treat and prescribe
patients remotely. This would allow for patients to
receive a remote consultation and treatment, where
necessary, while significantly reducing the risk of
contamination.

This involved collaboration between the HSE and two
companies, Wellola (rebranded to EireCare), and Nua
Solutions. Within two days, working solutions had
been developed by using technology already in use.
The portals allow GPs and primary care providers to
easily offer patients a range of services. This includes
online bookings, a video consultation service, secure
messaging and form completion to assist in triaging.
All data is hosted in the cloud, with all solutions
undergoing data protection impact assessments from
a privacy standpoint, to meet the most stringent
security standards.
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Through an innovative digital response to the
challenges presented, with a collaborative approach,
both initiatives have proven to be highly successful.
Within two days of its launch, 600 GP and GP
practices had signed-up to the online GP portals. This
service ramped up very quickly and by 16 March,
2,800 virtual consultations had taken place. Monthly
virtual consultations are averaging between eighty
and ninety thousand consultations.
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Additionally, the ‘did not attend’, or DNA rate, has
in fact decreased during this time from 15% to 3%.
This indicates that this service delivery is providing
more convenience to the public, allowing them to
pick a time of their choosing to access a remote
appointment.
The use of electronic prescriptions has also been very
effective. Initially, 1,750 GPs and 1,650 pharmacies
began to use the service. Within two days of the
secondary legislation being passed, 20K electronic
prescriptions were being transferred on a daily
basis. There are now around 3,000 GPs and over
1,900 pharmacies providing this service, providing
an enhanced customer experience. On average
about 48,000 prescriptions are delivered daily by
Healthmail. The HSE is working to ensure that both
virtual consultations and electronic prescription
innovations transition to business as usual, beyond
the pandemic.
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TUH Patient Care Package
& Sending Love Services

Customer experience

Service delivery

COVID-19 innovation

 Challenge

 Solution to Challenge

Due to the COVID-19 crisis, visiting restrictions have
been in place at Tallaght University Hospital (TUH)
since March 2020, for the duration of the pandemic.
This has posed a real difficulty for patients and their
families.

TUH introduced the PCPS in March. Initially involving
redeployed staff, this service is run by a combination
of volunteers from the community and Walk Way
Interns, who are persons with an intellectual disability
preparing for employment. Oversight is provided by
PALS staff.

TUH had to look at innovative ways to bridge this gap
and at the same time ensure safety for all patients,
staff and relatives.

 Approach to Challenge
The TUH Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS)
explored ways to provide comfort measures to
patients during this challenging time.
With families unable to visit relatives, it was
considered that some may wish to post packages
to the hospital for their loved ones. However, with
restricted movement in place for much of the
pandemic, it was acknowledged that this may present
difficulties for some. Additionally, posting a package
could be costly for those experiencing unemployment
as a result of the pandemic.
Developing a Patient Care Package Service (PCPS)
enables a parcel drop-off service for families wishing
to get items to loved ones in hospital. It was also
decided to launch a new internal postal delivery
service in tandem with the PCPS, ‘Sending Love’.
The approach to developing Sending Love was to
enhance the patient experience and to add a more
personal touch, as they could not have face to face
contact with their loves ones.
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There is a central drop off point for relatives to leave
packages for patients. This service is advertised
through social media, as well as flyers and posters
throughout the hospital. It is also advertised on our
website.
In developing Sending Love, PALS adopted a model
used nationwide to bridge the gap for patients
who cannot have visitors and expanded on it. They
contacted the Royal Hospital in Donnybrook where
they first saw the service. PALS expanded this to
include not just e-mails, but also photos and cards,
with a commitment to deliver within 24 hours of
receiving the mail Monday to Friday.
They also created a Sending Love logo which is
attached to the card, e-mail etc. and also on the
envelope within which the message is delivered.
Operating since late April 2020, people can simply
email a letter to sendinglove@tuh.ie. Staff then print
out the letter, place it in an envelope and deliver it to
the patient sealed.
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 Results
As of late October 2020, TUH has processed 11,000
packages to patients on the wards through the PCPS
since this service began.
Through Sending Love, 290 letters have been
delivered to TUH patients. This service has delivered
pictures of loved ones, messages of encouragement
and support, birthday cards, photos of scenery and
much more. Sending Love runs from Monday to Friday,
with emails printed and delivered within a 24-hour
timeframe.
Both services have provided a very positive
experience to TUH patients during a particularly
challenging time for them and their families.
The Sending Love service will continue after
COVID-19 to facilitate patients who may be far
from home, with families not in a position to visit the
hospital as often as they might like. Furthermore,
TUH is exploring an expansion of this service to allow
people to request virtual visits with their loved ones.
These requests would be delivered to the ward where
arrangements could be made so that the patient and
their loved ones are facilitated with a virtual visit.
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MyEnquires Tracking System

Customer
experience

 Challenge
MyEnquiries is a secure online service, launched in
2015, that allows customers to send and receive
correspondence to and from Revenue. There
were some 1.5 million customer contacts via the
MyEnquiries system in 2019 and Revenue contacted
customers via the system over 1 million times in that
same period.
Feedback from customers, through representative
groups they regularly engage with, showed that
although the system was very useful, the customer
experience would be improved by the introduction
of a ‘track-my-query’ facility. Such a facility might
show the progress of an enquiry and remove the need
for customers to send further update requests on
enquiries that had previously been submitted.

 Approach to Challenge
Having listened to their customer base through
representative groups, Revenue set about improving
the service for their customers by introducing
the tracking facility. This involved a coordinated
approach between all operational divisions and the
IT development team. The MyEnquiries system was
primarily a secure correspondence system, but it also
worked as a work-flow tool with enquiries routed to
appropriate divisions for response. Any changes to
incorporate a tracking system into MyEnquiries would
have to be intuitive and easy to navigate for managers,
caseworkers and the customer.
The framework for the tracking system was agreed
with the aim of keeping the system simple, clear and
concise. When agreement was reached between all
divisions, a campaign was undertaken to educate
caseworkers and raise awareness of the new system.
Each operational division had a nominated training
representative who was responsible for coordinating
and arranging the training and support for their own
division. A wide number of sessions were held to
explain and educate staff through open forums, to
discuss the changes to processes.
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Process
efficiency

Communications

Internal
customer

Separately, there was significant testing of the new
tracking system from the caseworker/manager
perspective and the customer-facing aspects, based
on customer feedback, to ensure that the new tracking
system worked as intended.

 Solution to Challenge
Revenue has successfully adapted the service by
introducing a new tracking system in June 2020.
The new tracking system allows customers to i) view
the current status of the enquiry submitted via
MyEnquiries, and ii) see the current division in which
the enquiry is being dealt with.
The statuses that may be assigned to an enquiry is as
follows:
» Pending: Indicating the enquiry has been
received by Revenue and will be routed into a
queue to be processed.
» In Progress: Indicating that the enquiry is
currently in a queue to be processed.
» Completed: Indicating that the enquiry has
been completed by Revenue.
» Awaiting Feedback: Indicating that Revenue
has requested something from the customer
and is waiting on a reply.
» Revenue Initiated: Indicating the message was
sent from Revenue.
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 Results
As a result of the introduction of the tracking system,
customers have clear and useful information available
to them in real-time to show the progress of their
enquiry. Through this process efficiency, customers
can now have assurance that the enquiry has been
received and is being dealt with, without having
to contact Revenue to request a status update,
enhancing their overall experience of the service.
Internal customers (Revenue managers and
caseworkers) have benefitted from a system that
is intuitive and easy to navigate and the training
provided has ensured a smooth transition.
Revenue has received very positive feedback in
relation to the development from customers, via
members of the representative groups and through a
number of customer satisfaction surveys carried out
earlier in 2020. Revenue will continue to monitor the
system to ensure it works as intended and to assess if
any amendments or modifications are required.
Revenue will continue to engage with their customers
and listen to their feedback to improve service
delivery. Revenue will also continue to promote
MyEnquiries and other online services as the
preferred contact channel for their customers.
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Customer Engagement
Contact Centre

Innovation
through digital
and people

Access
improvement

 Challenge
The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine
(DAFM) had been operating two call centres to deal
with external farmer queries, both using different
procedures. These contact centres assisted with
queries from support programmes administered
under the EU Common Agriculture Policy (CAP), for
which there are circa 130K beneficiaries in receipt
of over €1.4 billion annually. In addition to the client
themselves, their associated agents and nominated
contacts may also contact DAFM. Historically, from
September to end of year, approximately 10K calls per
month are received by the areas managing the CAP
funding.
The challenge was to provide a unified, consistent and
streamlined customer service to the Department’s
large and diverse customer base, whereby operators
would have access to the relevant amount of
information to resolve the majority of calls at the first
point of contact.

 Approach to Challenge
In order to ensure the project addressed the needs of
both the client and the Department, an examination
of the existing call logging system and processes was
undertaken. This work provided context, garnered a
comprehensive understanding of the existing limited
service and helped to align the new requirements with
relevant digital strategies.
The project team carried out extensive research and
sought advice from leading experts in the field of
digital transformation. The team visited several largescale contact centre facilities in the public and private
sectors to identify best practice processes.
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customer
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experience

Several workshops and brainstorming exercises
were then held with internal (Management Board,
business areas who deal directly with clients and
support business areas, e.g. ICT Division) and
external stakeholders (farmers and farming agents,
farming bodies and representatives’ groups, the
agriculture agency community, Office of Government
Procurement and leading public and private sector
organisations in digital contact centre delivery).
To ensure internal awareness of the project and
to encourage further ‘buy-in’, the team carried out
ongoing awareness campaigns with all relevant
stakeholders. This included presenting regularly at
Management Board meetings, Divisional Management
meetings and town hall events.

 Solution to Challenge
DAFM sought to leverage current and new
technologies and to streamline internal processes
to provide a unified Customer Engagement Contact
Centre (CECC). This would provide a single view of
the customer and allow for multi-digital channels of
communication.
DAFM partnered with IT software consulting services
company, Codec Ltd., who customised a solution
to create a platform on which the DAFM CECC
operates. This required ongoing cooperation between
the project delivery team, external ICT contractors,
internal ICT Division, CAP Scheme Divisions and the
Corporate Affairs Division.
The new solution was developed by integrating
Microsoft D365, Cisco Telephony and bespoke DAFM
n-tier applications. This is the first integration of three
major technology platforms in the Irish Civil Service,
allowing clients to use their PPS number to preauthenticate their identity. This is cross referenced
against the Department’s Corporate Customer
System, informs the Contact Centre Operator and
prepopulates a client snapshot on the operator’s
screen.
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The solution allows for a multi-channel digital
ticketing approach to customer service, whereby
a client can contact DAFM by phone, online portal
or email. All interactions are recorded to the client
timeline thus supporting the holistic view of the client,
in addition to providing out of hours contact options.
The application allows for the escalation and tracking
of cases past the initial point of contact and provides
enhanced interoperability among the CAP business
areas. It also allows for real-time connectivity to
operators in other locations within DAFM’s network.
In 2020, the system was enhanced to support a mobile
application which allows DAFM’s field officers to view
and respond to queries remotely, which allows for
more staff flexibility.
Enhanced data reporting and forecasting in respect
of client queries/cases also provides CAP staff and
management with a better insight of customer
interactions. This identifies areas for improvement in
terms of digital delivery and process efficiencies.

 Results
From September 2019 when the system went live, all
calls related to CAP schemes were routed through
the CECC, ensuring the Department had a more
comprehensive record of client interactions. This onestop-shop approach to digital customer engagement
provides efficiencies in the related business areas,
resulting in an improved experience for both internal
and external customers. It also allows a larger number
of staff to concentrate on processing the applications
rather than answering client calls.
This new unified digital solution allows the
Department to offer more digital services to its
diverse customer base and has strategically enabled
the Department to explore more enhanced digital
services as appropriate, such as Power Virtual –
adaptable Artificial Intelligence (AI) chatbots and full
mobile app capabilities. It is expected these services
will be rolled out as part of an expansion of services to
the Regional Office network in DAFM.
The CECC mobile app, coupled with the advanced
digital alerting systems, will ensure that all the
relevant field staff can react to potential agriculture
related emergencies more efficiently and effectively
as the relevant data will be available instantly on their
hand-held mobile devices.
The project is continually being enhanced and
developed to meet the ever expanding needs of DAFM
clients.
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SUSI Entitlement and
Payment Web Service

Interagency
collaboration

Process
efficiency

Innovation
through digital
and people

Customer
experience

Internal
customer

 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

During SUSI’s first year of operation (2012/2013),
more than 45,000 student education grant
applications were processed, resulting in 75,600
individual requests to Department of Social
Protection (DSP) Offices for payment statements.
This step consumed substantial resources in the
DSP office network. It also added significant time
and rework to the processing of grant applications,
as students could not return their complete set of
documents to Student Universal Support Ireland
(SUSI) until they had sourced full details of their social
welfare payments from DSP.

The project was initiated by a DSP/SUSI
interdepartmental group, which included
Management Board members representing both
Public Service organisations. This group identified the
need for reform and commissioned a working group
to investigate. The working group included DSP and
SUSI business and technical architects, to ensure the
proposed solution was aligned with business, ICT and
eGovernment strategies. It was also vital that the
customer was at the centre of the approach to this
initiative to provide a holistic service.

To cater for an anticipated volume increase to
103,000 student grant applications in 2014/15, with
further increases expected for the following academic
years, DSP and SUSI agreed that a more efficient and
cost-effective solution was needed. DSP provides
information to many organisations and the traditional
approach to information exchange/sharing has been
mixed – file transfers, access to internal systems and
forms completed clerically, etc. There was an urgent
need to deliver an improved data sharing solution
for SUSI and also provide data sharing solutions that
would better support the ever increasing need for
‘joined-up’ Government services, as subsequently
defined in the Public Service ICT strategy. The
challenge therefore was to deliver an innovative datasharing service with supporting infrastructure that
would be strategically positioned, so that it could be
readily extended to other Government departments
and agencies, as required.
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New technologies were identified that enabled
business process improvement and innovation,
through the sharing of information over a new Web
Service implementation solution. A key innovation
enabler has been DSP’s visionary approach to
system development for over 10 years, where ICT
implementations have been deliberately aligned with
the Department’s business services. Underpinning
this design approach is a core set of principles that
promote the delivery of business services that are
easy to re-use and extend – key attributes of the DSP
API (Application Programming Interface) and enablers
of innovative data sharing solutions.
The interdepartmental group approved the
recommended solution and a project delivery board
that included key stakeholders was established. A
cross departmental project team was appointed to
deliver the solution, using the most ‘fit for purpose’
technologies. The project team collaborated on a
daily basis, using collaboration tools to overcome
difficulties typically associated with physically
separated development teams. The project was
delivered incrementally over fortnightly development
cycles with a showcase at the end of each cycle to
key stakeholders for approval. When delivered, the
project was formally signed-off by project board.
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 Solution to Challenge
An innovative data-sharing service was successfully
delivered by:
• Providing a full end-to-end customer service
through the full integration of the relevant DSP
data into SUSI’s Grant Application System automating and streamlining the application
process, for faster processing of student grant
applications.

technologies is retained within the Department,
which has since been extended to other Government
Departments and Agencies.
This innovative process efficiency has benefitted
both internal and external customers immensely. The
delivery of this project has resulted in:
• More accurate decisions and payments for
customers, based on real-time information from
DSP.

• Ensuring that SUSI received and had access
to the information that was needed – this
was underpinned with a Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) and a Service Level
agreement (SLA).

• Accurate and consistent interpretation of
information – a clear advantage of automation.

• Eliminating SUSI’s dependency on the DSP lookup
system for external organisations which was open
to misinterpretation and a maintenance overhead
for DSP.

• Eliminating the demand on DSP resources to
provide statements of payment.

• Enhancing data security relating to access of DSP
data.
• Ensuring DSP data is available to student grant
assessors earlier in the assessment process to allow
for more precise and timely decisions.

 Results
DSP delivered this project using its own internal
resources, and SUSI took advantage of existing
contracts to effect change. By using internal
resources, DSP has ensured that the investment
in skills, knowledge and expertise in the new

• Eliminating the need for individual students to
contact DSP for details of their and their family’s
social welfare payments.

There has also been faster processing of student grant
applications, from an average of 9.4 weeks in 2013/14
to 4.5 weeks in 2019/20, whereby this innovation
has been a contributing factor. To date, web service
requests have been made in respect of more than
719,084 student grant applications.
Both Public Service organisations, DSP and SUSI,
continue to collaborate in further improving this
customer service innovation which has provided a
significantly enhanced customer service. Since 2019,
SUSI has been able to use API to access information
over any number of tax years, including the current
one, where previously access was limited to the
previous tax year only. This new process efficiency has
been in effect since the 2019/2020 academic year.
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Integration of Quality Systems
within DAFM Laboratories

Process efficiency

Internal customer

Communications

 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

From safeguarding our health to enabling trade, it
is essential that laboratory testing results- which
are central to underpinning decisions on which
we advance our economy and our society- can be
trusted. The accreditation of laboratories to the
requisite international standards is necessary to
ensure the highest quality standards and reliable test
results. It is for this reason that laboratories must by
law use accredited methods of analysis when testing
samples taken as part of official control activities.

A project management approach was taken to address
the challenge of integrating existing DAFM laboratory
quality management systems, whilst also transitioning
to the revised international requirements (ISO
17025:2017).

The Department of Agriculture, Food and the
Marine’s (DAFM) laboratories’ customers include
many Government bodies and the Irish agrifood industry. Samples from farms, animals, food
processing plants, imported animals and foods and
pest control products, etc., are submitted for a wide
range of analyses.
Six DAFM laboratories that operate discrete quality
systems were relocated to Backweston, Co. Kildare
in 2005. However, as there were separate quality
management systems in each laboratory, this was a
burden for the integration of staff and activities and
posed a risk to meeting customer requirements. This
presented a need to integrate all laboratories into one
service. Furthermore, one of the recommendations
of the 2016 report on the strategic review of the
DAFM laboratory service was to integrate existing
quality management systems across six laboratories
operating at Backweston, Co Kildare.
The opportunity to address this challenge was
realised when laboratories were required to update
procedures to comply with revised international
requirements by June 2020 at the latest.
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A Project Manager was selected, reporting to a
Project Sponsor at Head of Division level, who in
turn reported to the Programme Management Office
(PMO). This project was initiated while also working to
realign laboratory divisions by scientific discipline. The
project team was established from existing Quality
Managers and personnel with experience in quality
management.
A communications strategy was developed, ranging
from informal question and answer sessions and
newsletters with DAFM staff to get feedback, keep
the project to the fore and foster buy-in. Formal
communications and meetings were held with the
Irish National Accreditation Board (INAB) to ensure
acceptance of the proposal by the assessment body
and to agree a delivery deadline of February 2020.
Risks and issues realised throughout the project were
monitored by the Project Manager and Sponsor, along
with the PMO to ensure project was on track for
delivery.
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 Solution to Challenge

 Results

Customer service had to be protected at all times, i.e.
accreditation status had to be maintained, and the
transition from multiple quality management systems
to one single quality management system had to
be devised carefully to ensure reliable customer
service. The newly integrated quality system would
then be managed across respective divisions from a
centralised Quality Unit.

Following successful clearance of INAB findings
in May 2020, DAFM Laboratories Backweston is
accredited as one single entity, with one quality
management system transitioned to the revised
international requirements of ISO 17025:2017.
This scope of accreditation is the biggest in Ireland,
regarding the number of laboratory test methods
accredited at DAFM Laboratories Backweston. They
contain 145 tests over many different disciplines
of analysis, demonstrating a prime example of
the benefits that can be reaped by thorough
implementation of a process efficiency.

The approach to moving from multiple quality
management systems to a single quality management
system entailed drafting and reviewing quality
management system procedures, which was
carried out across divisions. Existing procedures
were condensed into one policy document with
approximately 20 supporting procedures.
Training was provided to DAFM staff during an inhouse forum. This was followed up with a staff survey
to assess understanding and preparedness and to
identify further communications and clarification
required.
As a pilot, the integrated system was assessed by
INAB in August 2019 as part of the annual assessment
of one of the 6 discrete laboratories. This identified
many improvements that were consequently
implemented prior to rollout across six DAFM
divisions. The finalised quality system in the single
new entity was assessed by INAB in February 2020 for
compliance and to ensure procedures were integrated
across the previous six operations.

Taking this innovative opportunity to create
harmonisation between DAFM laboratories has
allowed them to gain operational efficiencies, agility
and resilience. There is also more consistency across
all accreditation related activities, allowing greater
defence of DAFM laboratories’ robust operational
procedures to auditing bodies. In addition, through
robust communication and training, DAFM’s internal
customers, their staff, have developed significant
project management and delivery skills which will be a
useful resource for DAFM in the future.
This is a positive outcome for DAFM customers;
resilience has been added to business continuity in
laboratory operations. Further extensions to the range
of food safety, animal and plant health services offered
to DAFM laboratory customers will be advanced more
efficiently through the newly formed quality unit.
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Online Training of Temporary
Veterinary Inspectors

Innovation through
digital and people

Access improvement

Service delivery

COVID-19
innovation

 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

Temporary Veterinary Inspectors (TVIs) provide a vital
service in providing meat inspection services, under
a contractual arrangement with the Department
of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM). TVIs
perform ante-mortem and post-mortem inspections
on animals and meat, to ensure that meat product is
fit for the food chain. No meat products can enter the
market unless these inspections have taken place. The
DAFM Veterinary Support Coordination Unit (VSCU)
is responsible for the engagement of TVIs.

It was essential that new TVIs were quickly and
effectively trained in order to ensure the continuity
of the service, meeting the standards required by
European legislation and our third country trading
partners. It was decided that an online approach was
necessary and DAFM IT Security provided permission
to use an external cloud based system.

The meat industry is worth €2 billion to the Irish
economy. The service provided by the TVIs underpins
the efficient functioning of the market through the
delivery of their service to those in the meat plants,
suppliers, exporters and the general public who
depend on effective meat inspection services.
Due to COVID-19 restrictions, 20% of TVIs at the
time of the outbreak of the pandemic were considered
vulnerable. It was therefore clear that DAFM needed
to quickly come up with a plan to best ensure the
continuity of services.
A plan was approved by the DAFM Management
Board and agreed with Veterinary Ireland, as
the representative body for TVIs, focusing on
providing sufficient resources to meet the evolving
requirements.
A challenge emerged in ensuring that applicant TVIs
continued to be trained to the standards required
by European Legislation and by third country trade
partners, i.e. non EU trading countries, in the absence
of a system for online training of contractors external
to DAFM.
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This innovation required members of the team to
upskill within a short timeframe so that they could put
in place the e-learning system.

 Solution to Challenge
VSCU produced a Moodle based online training
resource capable of providing training on the required
materials. This includes verifying that learning took
place and generating reports of training completed
to the satisfactory standards, meeting national,
European and third country audit requirements.
Colleagues in the Policy and Operations areas of
Veterinary Public Health provided materials and
multiple choice questions for the content provided
in the previous in person training. The VSCU edited
formatted materials into courses meeting the
specifications of the Moodle application. HR Learning
and Development shared expertise and guidance in
the development of the content and assisted with
troubleshooting of problems that arose and registered
the courses with the Veterinary Council of Ireland.
A broad range of colleagues piloted the courses and
provided feedback on the content, usability and
compatibility with various devices i.e. phones, tablets,
computers etc. which VSCU used to finalise the
project ahead of going live.
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VSCU enrolled applicant TVIs on the online Moodle
learning management system and the induction
training courses that were relevant to the services
that they would be providing. The VSCU provided
customer service support to any applicants that were
encountering any difficulties in navigating the new
digital learning method, responding quickly to any TVI
applicant queries via a dedicated email.
The e-learning system ensured that the induction
training was accessible to the new applicant TVIs.
TVIs that successfully completed the course received
certification via email that can be used for audit
purposes. This enabled VSCU to verify a transfer of
learning to the new TVIs and progress them to the
next stage in the training process. In addition, this
allowed the applicant TVIs to obtain 5 Continuing
Veterinary Education (CVE) points from the
Veterinary Council of Ireland.

 Results
Through this innovation, 74 new TVIs received online
training which facilitated the rapid deployment of TVIs
at the time. The provision of efficient and effective
training of TVIs provides assurances that knowledge
transfer has taken place and also provides training
records for audits by national authorities, European
authorities and third countries.

Through this digital innovation, TVIs were engaged
faster. In some cases, the entire process of training
and administration was completed in 7-10 days (the
average previously time was approximately a month),
which is approximately six weeks earlier than under
normal circumstances, whereby the training period
would usually take around 10 weeks. This has ensured
that the critical service provided by TVIs continued
during this challenging period.
This solution is transitioning to business as usual,
whereby new TVIs are being engaged using this
process of improved access to training. In addition, the
suite of training courses, the programme is expanding
to provide training for other aspects of TVI work.
There are also plans for further course offerings.
This system and training innovation is providing
a blueprint for other organisations in the public
service and across DAFM. Local Authorities, which
have responsibility for some smaller meat plants, are
seeking to use/ replicate the system for their TVIs.
Other areas of DAFM are looking to the innovation
as an example of how knowledge can be shared with
outsiders.
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Legal & Mediation
Information Helpline

Innovation
through digital
and people

Service
delivery

Communications

Internal
customer

COVID-19
innovation

 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

The Legal Aid Board (LAB) is an independent, publicly
funded organisation providing civil legal aid, advice
and family mediation services nationwide, as well as
administering three ad-hoc legal aid schemes.

The Board’s Management Team examined ways to
innovate and considered a paper entitled Delivering
Services Differently during the Coronavirus Pandemic.
Arising from its discussion, a second paper was
considered by the team in late March 2020, which set
out proposals for a national helpline, an initiative that
the Board given some consideration to in the past. A
Helpline Project Team was established comprising
the Director of Strategy and Decision Making and
the Assistant Director of Strategy. The team set
about putting in place the infrastructure, operating
instruction manual and staff training. A third staff
member was seconded to the team in mid-April.

From the 27 March 2020, in line with the
Government directive that only essential staff attend
work, the Board effectively closed all of its law
centres and mediation offices to the public, except
by appointment. Phone lines were diverted to mobile
phones and the majority of staff started working from
home. Head Office remained open in order to provide
essential services, such as the processing of payments
in Legal Services and Finance, and the continuation of
essential IT functions.
The Courts were not fully closed and the District
Court remained open throughout, hearing emergency
and interim applications in child care and domestic
violence cases. Other courts remained open for
essential matters. It was also anticipated that
COVID-19 restrictions would lead to increased
demand in relation to certain matters, in particular,
domestic violence, access, and maintenance.
It was critical that the Board would remain open
for business throughout the pandemic period. This
required the Board to innovate.

 Solution to Challenge
The Board established a national helpline on 31 March
to provide information on civil legal aid and family
mediation services. The helpline is staffed Monday to
Friday, 10:00am to 12:30pm and 2:00pm to 4:00pm.
Calls cost the same as a local call from a landline, or
a call to landline from mobile networks. The Board
uses social media (Twitter) and its website to raise
awareness of the service with the public.
Callers to the helpline are triaged at first-line support
level, that is, the member of staff who first answers the
call (normally a Clerical Officer). If the problem can be
dealt with at first line support, then it will be dealt with
there and then. Examples of topics that can be dealt
with at first line support are:
• What civil legal and family mediation is.
• How to apply for legal services or family mediation.
• The scope of civil legal services and the eligibility
criteria.
• Arranging a call-back from a LAB staff member in
an office, where the office cannot be contacted.
• Up to date information on certain legal topics
particular to the restrictions caused by the
pandemic.
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Project team and some helpline staff.

Where the call cannot be dealt with by first-line
support, it is referred to second-line support, i.e.,
solicitors, paralegals and family mediators. If a person
wishes to engage in mediation of their dispute over
the phone, this can be arranged.
It became apparent at an early stage of planning that
staff would need to be kept appraised of the latest
developments in the courts, as well as particular
legal problems that emerged early in the lockdown
and changed as restrictions continued. While it was
anticipated from an early point that domestic violence
issues were likely to escalate (and it was indicated that
the courts would remain open to deal with emergency
domestic violence matters), the extent to which
other matters such as access and maintenance would
also present had not been anticipated. Residential
tenancies, wills, succession and employment law
matters were also highlighted early on by callers.
A system of ‘key cards’ with case type specific
information was developed, which consisted of A4sized, laminated, double-sided cards which helpline
staff use as a guide when providing information.
They include all relevant information on a particular
topic, including COVID-19 specific information. As of
November 2020, there were nine key cards.

 Results
The delivery of the helpline has played a key role in
allowing the Board to continue to provide customer
services during the pandemic. As of 13 November
2020 it had received over 2,310 calls since its
inception on 31 March. Over 60 staff members
nationwide have participated to some extent on the
helpline.
The majority of callers seek information on how to
apply for civil legal services. Other frequent topics
include accessing family mediation services, seeking
a divorce or judicial separation, access to children
during COVID-19 and obtaining assistance with an
asylum application in the State.
The key cards have benefitted both the internal and
external customer, in that callers are receiving a
quality first-line information service and staff are fully
briefed and prepared.
Some aspects of the project, such as the continuing
development of key cards, cross-training of staff,
the infrastructure and the building of reporting
capability will be retained irrespective of whether
the helpline ceases and the Board reverts to previous
arrangements.
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Delivering Dispute Services
in Challenging Times

Innovation through
digital and people

 Challenge
The COVID-19 pandemic presented a particular
challenge to the Workplace Relations Commission
(WRC) in the delivery of its core services. The WRC
was forced to postpone all adjudication hearings,
conciliations and mediations and cancelled on-site
inspections which involved face-to-face contact.
Mindful that the crisis was time-bound and that
the COVID-19 restrictions would lift in due course,
the WRC deemed it appropriate to quickly identify
alternative, innovative approaches to provide
an opportunity for parties to have complaints
adjudicated or mediated upon.

 Approach to Challenge
To ensure service delivery and to avoid the build-up
of cases, the WRC’s priority was to put a system in
place that would facilitate adjudications and allow
mediations to proceed. For adjudications, due to the
quasi-judicial nature of the WRC’s work, the solution
needed to take account of fair procedures and to
have all its stakeholders engaged with the proposed
solutions.
In order for the delivery of core services to be
maintained, the WRC concluded that it would be
necessary to introduce virtual hearings to adjudicate
on complaints submitted. While this option had
been under consideration for certain cases, it had
never been moved to concept or trialled by the WRC
previously.
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Service delivery

Interagency
collaboration

COVID-19

A considerable scoping exercise was undertaken by
the WRC covering ICT, legal, procedural/process
issues, case-type, end-user capabilities and appetite
for change. The proposal was developed into a
consultation document which was shared with a
broad range of stakeholders (legal, HR, employee and
employer representatives), who were asked for their
views on the technological solution proposed and the
associated procedures and processes. The WRC also
contacted similar quasi-judicial bodies in Ireland and
organisations like the WRC internationally, including
the Canada Industrial Relations Board and the Fair
Work Commission in Australia, to learn about how
they were addressing this challenge.
The consultation was done via email, telephone
and by publishing on the WRC website, to ensure
that as many directly concerned stakeholders as
possible would contribute to the debate, to ensure
that whatever model emerged met the needs of the
broader client base. WRC social media channels
such as Twitter and LinkedIn were also employed to
promote the consultation and proposed innovation.

 Solution to Challenge
This consultation resulted in a Matrix of Service
Delivery document, setting out the WRC proposed
solution with detailed appendices in how the WRC
intended to proceed.
While no specific provision in workplace relations
legislation provides for remote hearings, the WRC is
mindful of its overall statutory function and having
engaged extensively with its stakeholders, introduced
virtual hearings and mediations as an innovative
method of providing these services during the wider
restrictions.

Our Public Service 2020 | Excellence in Customer Service Case Studies

The WRC also collaborated with their Department’s
ICT Unit and engaged an external security consultancy
specialist, to identify the most suitable platform to
carry out virtual hearings. WebEx was subsequently
identified as the platform for virtual hearings, and
extensive testing of this platform was undertaken with
staff, adjudication officers and stakeholders. Issues
were identified and solutions designed to address
them, and training packs for staff were developed.
Additionally, as the appellate route for WRC
adjudication decisions lie in the main to the Labour
Court, it was agreed that, from a user perspective,
both bodies would use the same platform to facilitate
virtual hearings and mediations.
In line with the published ‘matrix’ of service delivery
models, the WRC began seeking consent to deal with
complaints by written procedure, virtual hearings and
mediations in May 2020. When consent was received
virtual hearings and mediations were initiated.

 Results
Through collaboration with others, the optimum
solution to address the challenge was achieved. This
digital innovation was considered a realistic and
effective way, given the circumstances, of delivering
services that could otherwise be delayed.

All stakeholders welcomed the initiative taken by the
WRC to implement adjudication hearings by way of
written procedure and remote hearings remotely. As
of November 2020, over 80 remote hearings have
been held. In late September a Statutory Instrument
was signed, giving the WRC the authority to mandate
remote hearings. A significant increase in volumes of
cases being heard remotely is expected.
The WRC will continue to provide the option of having
a remote hearing after the pandemic. Remote hearings
may be used for particular complaint types, or
where one of the parties may be living abroad or has
some personal issue in terms of attending a physical
hearing. However, the WRC will respect the view of
the vast majority of stakeholders that individuals are
entitled to appear and be heard and have suggested a
preference for physical hearings.
In terms of returning to limited face-to-face hearings
and mediations, the WRC developed a virtual tour
of the offices outlining entry and exit routes and the
safety measures in place. This can be used beyond
the pandemic to assist persons attending the various
WRC premises. Such an approach may be worth
consideration by other bodies in relation to customers
or staff returning to their office post-pandemic.
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OGP Proactive Customer
Engagement throughout COVID-19

Innovation
through digital
and people

Service delivery

Internal customer

 Challenge
COVID-19 posed an unprecedented challenge for
the stakeholder group of the Office of Government
Procurement (OGP), which includes the entire Public
Service and OGP employees, as well as the many
businesses who rely on Government contracts as part
of their business model.
Particular challenges included:
• A rapidly developing situation in which precise
client needs were unknown, hard to quantify, and
difficult to plan for.
• The rapid adoption of remote working posing
logistical challenges, both for the OGP and
clients who needed to adapt to complete their
procurement competitions.
• The potential for a significant backlog if client
demand could not be met in a timely manner.
• Enormous COVID-19 specific demands from the
health sector and other public bodies, emerging at a
time of global supply chain chaos.
• An unprecedented flood of offers of support in
goods and service donations from the business
community being made to the Public Service.
• The need to reassure the business community that
Government was continuing to work with, and pay,
existing suppliers.
• A requirement to give support to a construction
sector still recovering from the previous economic
crisis.
• A need to keep internal customers connected and
motivated.

 Approach to Challenge
The OGP approached these significant challenges
through a coordinated and comprehensive approach
to people and digital based innovation.

52

Communications

Interagency
collaboration

COVID-19
innovation

Early engagement was key. Before the detection of
the first case in Ireland, OGP procurement experts
engaged with the Health Service Executive (HSE) to
provide specialist support in the rapid procurement
of services including vehicles, translation services and
facilities management support.
Within the first week of a lockdown being announced,
all OGP staff were enabled to work remotely through
digital technology. By embracing digital, the OGP
Helpdesk switched seamlessly to remote working with
no impact for clients.
There were constant clear lines of communication.
In the first weeks of the crisis, daily meetings of
the Senior Management Team took place and this
remained the case for specialist groups, including
those working on personal protective equipment
(PPE). The OGP CEO communicated constantly with
staff through regular video updates and online town
halls. Additionally, OGP Key Account Managers
continued to engage proactively with clients. This
was mirrored by representatives from all areas of
the organisation hearing client issues at whole-ofGovernment meetings and reporting them back in
for action. Key messages were delivered at every
opportunity, including daily briefings from the
Department of the Taoiseach.

 Solution to Challenge
The OGP rapidly developed a range of solutions
to assist the Public Service in responding to this
unparalleled national crisis.
Working closely with non-health public sector clients
to identify their PPE requirements, partnership
working with the HSE was undertaken to secure
these. This involved direct engagement with the
Defence Forces to secure and distribute supplies
on their arrival in Ireland. The provision of policy
guidance to assist public bodies with emergency
procurement outside of the normal processes was
also provided.
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OGP and Defence Forces staff managing Public Service PPE at Casement Aerodrome, Baldonnel.

Policy support to public bodies contracting building
works that allowed for ex gratia payments to be
made while sites were closed, offered a sensible
shared approach to managing the re-opening of sites.
This crucial policy guidance played a major role in
safeguarding state investment and sustaining the
construction sector.
Regular, proactive client communications to
emphasise that the OGP was open for business,
assisted in addressing the potential for a backlog
of demand to build up. Actions taken include the
publication of Top Tips for Conducting Online
Evaluations.
A wide range of staff supports were developed,
including the introduction of Connect4OGP, a
community of practice space focused on finding and
sharing innovative new approaches to emerging
challenges. It also provides a range of wellbeing
supports, to ensure internal customers are connected
and motivated.
Digital assistance to OGP clients was provided
through their Robotic Process Automation (RPA)
framework, which now assists in processing Pandemic
Unemployment Payments (PUP), calculating daily
COVID-19 test results and a range of other repetitive
processes across the Public Service. This frees staff
time to focus on more value added work. A further
digital solution developed was the single, wholeof-Government website (offersofsupport.gov.ie) to
receive and process unsolicited offers of goods and
services on behalf of the Public Service.

 Results
The OGP’s rapid and agile response to the crisis has
transformed the organisation’s way of working. A
pulse survey carried out after remote working had
become established identified a 91% satisfaction
level among internal customers (OGP staff) on the
organisation’s rapid response in making decisions
during COVID-19.
The results of the OGP actions are of national
significance and include: the timely provision of
vital PPE (700 pallets, or 7 full plane loads) to
frontline Public Service workers; critical advice and
guidance that sustained economic activity during
a major economic and social crisis; sustained client
engagement preventing the build-up of a backlog
of procurement requirements and; support for a
successful, co-ordinated, collaborative national
response to an unprecedented public health
emergency.
Clear, proactive, digital communications has been
adopted as a key approach to their engagement
with clients in the future. The OGP is in the process
of reviewing and simplifying their procurement
framework documentation and creating online digital
guides to holding successful competitions.
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NSSO Client Service Issues Log
- Jitbit Technical Solution

Process efficiency

Innovation through
digital and people

Internal customer

 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

The National Shared Services Office (NSSO) is
the Government’s Shared Services provider for
HR, pensions and payroll administration. They
partner with 57 Public Service Bodies, including all
Government departments/offices providing their
services to 38,400 Civil Servants and payroll and
related services to 145,400 Public Servants, of whom
60,000 are retired.

The team sought a technical solution to automate
the capture of issues, removing the need for manual
input. They also required a categorisation feature,
which would allow the team to quickly flag the type of
issue and the relevant operational area. This helps to
identify recurring issues and pin-point any road-blocks
or backlogs along the process-chain. The third feature
required was a reporting suite, which would aid
analysis of issues across the NSSO’s entire client-base,
identifying trends in the data.

The Service Management team operates as the
NSSO’s ‘front-facing’ team, who manage business
relationships between the NSSO and its clients and
stakeholders. The team engages directly with clients,
identifying opportunities for improvement in service
delivery, while feeding back to and working with the
NSSO’s operational teams to implement continuous
improvement initiatives.
Client issues are logged for monitoring purposes
and the Service Management team had been using
Microsoft Excel to capture issues. This process
was inefficient and each client’s issue-log required
monitoring by the team to expedite issue resolution
with operational areas.
An additional challenge was the lack of oversight of
trends in service issues across the wider client-base.
With limited oversight, the Service Management team
was unable to fully focus on the more strategic client
issues.

Finally, cognisant of client time constraints and
workloads, a solution with minimal impact on clients
was required, as the NSSO wanted to limit disruption
for clients and ensure business continuity in service
issue resolution.

 Solution to Challenge
The Service Management team consulted with the
IT Department who researched the market to see if
any such solution existed. A relatively inexpensive
software called Jitbit was identified; a helpdesk
solution built for an email-based platform. A
presentation was arranged with another Government
department already using the software. The platform
looked promising and the Service Management team
worked with the IT Department to secure licences and
project manage its implementation.
In terms of end-user experience, the client
departments did not need any training, as the front
end experience was no different to before, i.e.,
they still send an email to the Service Management
mailbox. The only difference client departments are
experiencing since implementation of the new client
services issue log is the faster turn-around times with
issues.
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In developing the back-end of the new system,
the project team within the Service Management
area worked to classify the types of issues and
the operational areas within the system, to allow
incoming issues to be tagged for re-direction to the
correct area for resolution. When an email is received
from a client in the Service Management mailbox, it
is categorised under the appropriate operational area
and re-directed immediately for attention.
An additional project was identified to back-fill the
issues from the 2019 and 2018 issue logs, to allow
comparison from year to year and highlight recurring
issues and trends.

 Results
The successful implementation of the email
management solution in late 2019 has transformed
how the Service Management team manages client
correspondence on service issues at the front-end and
facilitates issue-log reporting at the back-end. This
digital innovation has resulted in significant process
efficiency, which has also proven to be very beneficial
to the Service Management team. As internal
customers they no longer need to manually log and
monitor issues.

A significant piece of back-filling work has given a
better picture of client issues prior to 2020. This
allows the team to compare the level of issues and
resolution times on a year-on-year basis. When
comparing issues raised in Q1 to Q3 of 2019 against
the same period in 2020, for example, the Service
Management Team has achieved a reduction of
four days in the average resolution time, despite an
increase of 92% in queries (750 in 2019, 1443 in
2020).
The Jitbit technology has worked well for the Service
Management team and as a result, the NSSO has
also adopted it as a customer support platform for
the OneLearning Management System. Jitbit now
facilitates communication between the NSSO firstline call centre staff and the Department of Public
Expenditure and Reform technicians. It provides
accurate data which aids workflow analysis and
monitoring of key performance indicators.

Jitbit has given visibility to lead-in times on issue
resolution, highlighting where greater efficiency is
needed on issues that take a long time to be resolved.
It also highlights where a client may require additional
support in terms of issue resolution and allows them
to mobilise resources where needed.

55

Our Public Service 2020 | Excellence in Customer Service Case Studies

OPW Response during COVID-19

Innovation through
digital and people

Communications

Interagency
collaboration

COVID-19
innovation
response

 Challenge

 Approach to Challenge

The COVID-19 pandemic presented several
challenges concerning the safety of buildings for staff
working in Government offices and for the general
public visiting these buildings.

Responding to the challenge required prompt action
and an innovative approach. The OPW established
a new channel of communication with clients and
developed supports to enable them prepare for the
safe return of staff to their normal workplaces.

The Office of Public Works (OPW) has an estate
portfolio of over 2,300 buildings and supports over
180 client Government departments, offices and
State Agencies occupying these properties across the
country.
OPW clients required support to:
• Draft a detailed site specific COVID-19 Response
Plan for their organisation and business type.
• Set out appropriate protocols to enable
employees to work safely, recognising the diverse
requirements in different workplace environments.
• Prepare workplaces for safe re-occupation, when
appropriate.
Prior to the pandemic, OPW’s communication and
engagement with its clients were primarily on a one
to one basis. The Annual Accommodation Officers’
Network Conference scheduled for April 2020
was postponed due to the pandemic. This reduced
opportunities for the collaborative approach required
for engaging with the approximately 350 members of
the Accommodation Officers’ Network nationwide,
who are assigned by their own organisation to manage
the buildings they occupy.
The challenge for OPW therefore was to effectively
communicate, engage and support their clients in
over 2,300 buildings within a tight timeframe, in a
comprehensive, concise and consistent manner, to
address their concerns regarding the safe return of
staff to their normal workplace.

56

The OPW quickly researched communication options
and bought a licence for a webinar application,
Crowdcast. Within days the OPW was proficient using
this application.
The OPW has ongoing business relationships with
leading engineering consultancy firms who have
international experience and insights into trends
and best practice from around the world. Through
this engagement, the OPW learned that one of
these firms had experience in China and Singapore,
regarding safely getting staff back to their offices.
Due to their experience and expertise in this area,
the OPW engaged this consultancy firm to develop a
Guide for Accommodation Officers. The timeframe for
delivering this Guide was just over a week.

 Solution to Challenge
OPW engaged with its clients through information
webinars and put several supports in place to enable
them to prepare their buildings for the safe return of
staff to their normal workplace.
Two webinar information sessions were held in
May 2020 and each were attended by over 250
Accommodation Officers nationwide. The Chairman
and Commissioner of the OPW participated in these
sessions and an OPW senior engineer answered
technical questions and provided advice.
The comprehensive guide, COVID-19 Response Return to Work Guide for Accommodation Officer,
was presented at one of the webinars. This Guide
provided the principles, practical tools and protocols
to be considered when developing and implementing
COVID-19 Response Plans for the buildings they
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occupy, which were specific for their organisation and
business type. This comprehensive Guide took into
account the longer-term impact and permanency of
any solutions in the delivery of facility management
systems and processes across organisations.
The OPW also established a dedicated webpage for
Accommodation Officers on www.gov.ie. It includes
links to the Guide for Accommodation Officers,
templates, checklists, video recordings of the
webinars and written answers to questions posed at
the webinar sessions.
In providing technical expertise and advice on
the safe return of staff to their offices, the OPW’s
leadership was acknowledged at senior levels across
the Civil Service. In response to the success of the
OPW webinar sessions, the OPW took the lead role
on a senior managers’ Civil Service-wide Corporate
Services Facilities Management Network that meets
fortnightly via video conference calls. This Network
is a valuable forum for providing advice and sharing
experiences with senior managers. Experts from the
Health and Safety Authority and the State Claims
Agency have presented at these Network meetings.

 Results
OPW demonstrated one of its corporate strengths
which is its ability to deliver quality service and
respond quickly and effectively in emergency and
unanticipated situations.

Early communications with Accommodation Officers
nationwide and with senior managers on the
Corporate Services Facilities Management Network
has proved very beneficial. By innovating through
digital and people, this approach has effectively
facilitated supporting OPW clients to prepare for the
safe return of staff to their normal workplace and
for the general public visiting these buildings, when
appropriate.
Through collaboration, OPW instilled confidence in
client departments, offices and State Agencies by
equipping Accommodation Officers with the relevant
supports to enable them to develop their individual
COVID-19 Response Plans for the buildings that they
occupy.
Feedback from Accommodation Officers has been
extremely positive. The OPW received a significant
volume of emails from client organisations thanking
the OPW for their support and advice during these
challenging times.
A further endorsement of the value of the
documentation that the OPW provided was the
request from Fáilte Ireland to use the OPW’s guides,
templates and checklists for their own stakeholders.
The OPW will continue to use webinars as one of the
channels for for engaging with their large network of
Accommodation Officers.
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Glossary of Terms
• Application Programming Interface (API): A
software intermediary that allows two applications
to communicate with each other.
• Artificial Intelligence (AI): A branch of computer
science that works to build smart machines
capable of performing tasks that typically require
human intelligence.
• Chatbot: A software application used to conduct
online chat conversations by text or text-tospeech.
• Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
System: A system that helps manage customer
data.
• eAudiobooks: A downloadable audiobook (a sound
recording of a book).
• eBooks: A book made available in digital form.
• Edutainment: Media intended to be both
educational and enjoyable.
• Geographic Information System (GIS): A computer
system that captures, stores, checks and shows
data connected to positions on Earth’s surface.
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• Interoperability: The ability of computer systems or
software to exchange and make use of information.
• Pain point: A problem (with a product or service)
that customers experience.
• Plain English: A style of writing that allows the
reader to understand the message the first time
they read it.
• Query Management System: A tool to track and
manage queries within a company so that they can
be effectively resolved.
• Robotic Process Automation (RPA): Software tools
that automate human activities that are manual,
rule-based and repetitive.
• Touchpoint: When a customer or potential
customer comes in contact with your brand.
• Web Chat: A system that allows people to
communicate in real-time through the Internet.
• Webinar: An event held online and attended by an
online audience.
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