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pioneered and developed over the years by 

ValueAdding.com that can make significant 

contributions to an organisationšs customer 

knowledge: an alternative approach to 

listening to the voice of the customer; and 

the application of customer value chain 

analysis (or customer journey mapping). 

Although these techniques started life in 

the private sector, they are increasingly 

relevant to the public/not for profit sectors 

as their focus shifts towards outcome 

based measures such as CAA.  

Capturing the voice of the cus-

tomer 
Our bespoke approach was developed out 

of our own dissatisfaction with the standard 

available techniques. The differences 

between this and more typical approaches 

include: 

An exploration of the differing influences 

and influencers that make up the 

Šcustomer universeš. Thus avoiding an 

overly simplified view of what can often 

be complex decision-making processes; 

Deeper research and interaction to explore 

why customers behave the way they do; 

Interacting with customers in a way that 

allows them to focus on issues that are 

important to them rather than requiring 

them to answer questions we presume 

are important to us. 

With the current economic climate putting 

unprecedented pressure on both the public 

and private sector it is very easy for organi-

sations to adopt a siege mentality and fall 

into the trap of focusing solely on opportu-

nities to cut costs and, in some circum-

stances, reduce levels and standards of 

service. However, we believe that organi-

sations should take a more positive ap-

proach. By looking at services from a cus-

tomer perspective and employing real in-

sight into what customers value, organisa-

tions should be able to reduce costs and 

improve customer service at the same 

time. 

LEAN relies on the concepts of 

Value adding and Non Value 

adding activities.......and 

therefore customer insight is 

required 
The terms Value adding and Non Value 

adding are readily bandied about Ş but 

often misunderstood or paid only lip ser-

vice. In simple terms, we believe that all 

activities should be judged from 

the customeršs perspective; do 

they, or do they not add value 

to the outputs that the cus-

tomer actually wants? And, 

whilst it is relatively easy to 

spot activities within a process 

that are inefficient, it is much 

harder to know whether they 

are truly adding value. For this, 

deep customer insight is 

necessary. 

At ValueAdding.com our LEAN/

Business Process Redesign 

training courses and method-

ologies reflect this philosophy. 

Our golden rule for process 

redesign is to do it from the 

customeršs perspective using the insight 

we have gained. This is not some kind of 

fluffy idealism but rather the summation of 

our many years of cumulative experience 

of what works Ş and what doesnšt Ş when 

helping clients to achieve the dual goals of 

reduced cost and increased customer sat-

isfaction.  

The processes must be effective in deliv-

ering the outputs that customers value. 

Efficiency alone is pointless; 

Focusing on the customer avoids the 

mistake of allowing existing cultural 

norms, organisational structures and 

boundaries to constrain new process 

thinking; 

Without deep customer insight it is too 

easy to inadvertently cut out important 

abilities Ş or miss currently unmet needs 

Ş that could dramatically improve satisfaction 

levels; 

Customer insight is critically important to 

developing Šbalanced scorecardš perform-

ance management approaches that drive 

towards effective continuous improve-

ment. 

Overcoming the limitations of 

standard techniques to deliver 

true customer insight 
Whilst it is relatively easy to argue the case 

for the use of deep customer insight in 

process redesign, many projects fall short 

of the ideal because of the very real 

difficulties organisations have in capturing 

and harnessing true customer insight. 

Standard market research techniques often 

prove incapable of adding real value, pro-

viding instead information and data that 

beg as many questions as they answer. 

But there are two linked approaches, 

Customer insight is key to maintaining effective organisations 

ValueAdding.com 

Customer decision making 
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The realisation that there had been a funda-

mental shift in customer requirements which 

had not been picked up through normal 

satisfaction surveys 

and research; 

That there was a 

need to add new or 

c o m p l e t e l y  r e-

specified capabilities 

and ways of working 

to ensure that the 

organisation benefited 

rather than suffered 

as a result of these 

changes; 

That there were 

clear opportunities to 

cut out redundant, 

wasteful and unpro-

ductive activities thus 

improving both efficiency 

and effectiveness. 

As a result, the organisation 

is working towards a position of real leader-

ship in its sector where previously it was in 

danger of becoming a casualty. 

Customer insight  Continued from page 1 
Customer journey mapping 
This recognises that at differing stages of any 

transaction or interaction, customers will have 

individual and changing and evolving prefer-

ences and wishes. Studying and analysing 

these adds structure to our understanding of 

what is going on in the customeršs world. 

What things do they value most Ş or indeed 

detest? How important is it to offer choice in 

the service they receive and via what chan-

nels? Where are the critical points that either 

make or break their perceptions? 

An example of breakthrough 

thinking from customer insight 
Wešve recently applied these techniques in 

one of our not for profit clients in the pharma-

ceutical research sector with great Ş and 

salutary Ş success. Our overall brief was to  

help the organisation to 

develop new processes that would lead to 

increased efficiency and customer satisfac-

tion. However, initial mapping of the Šas isš 

processes showed up only limited potential for 

improvement. 

Fortunately, we had also mobilised a parallel 

strand of work to capture the voice of the 

customer Ş using the approaches described 

above. What we found completely changed 

the direction and nature of our work and its 

outcomes with our main conclusions including: 

Why should local authorities be 

concerned about avoidable con-

tact? 
The impact of avoidable contact is far reaching, 

affecting many members of an organisation, 

from call centre staff all the way up to the 

Chief Executive. Failing to identify and tackle 

the sources of avoidable contact drives down 

an organisationšs performance in a number 

ways: 

Costs are higher than necessary as 

resources have to be committed to 

ţprocessingŤ avoidable contact; 

Customers become dissatisfied and frus-

trated, putting an authorityšs reputation at 

risk; 

Employee morale is affected by spending 

too much time dealing with unhappy 

customers. 

Since avoidable contact is of no value to the 

customer and creates cost for the organisation, it 

Alongside the Comprehensive Spending 

Review published in October 2007, a set of 

National Indicators were also announced. 

These included a new National Indicator, 

NI14, which requires local authorities to collect 

data on Šavoidable contactš and use it to im-

prove service performance. NI14 is a new 

and different way of thinking about the 

provision of public services and, as such, is 

proving to be a real challenge for local au-

thorities, both in terms of collecting the re-

quired data and, more importantly, in realising 

any opportunities for improvement. Despite 

these difficulties, we believe that, done in the 

right way, the collection and interpretation of 

the data required for NI14 can be a powerful 

tool for local authorities and a driver of efficiency 

savings rather than simply an end in itself. 

What is Avoidable Contact? 
Avoidable contact is the end result of an 

organisation failing to deliver a service or 

delivering a service that does not meet the 

expectations of the customer. Put simply, it is 

contact from the customer in any form 

(telephone, e mail etc), that could have been 

avoided. It is also known as Šfailure demandš.  

Typical examples of avoidable contact in the 

public sector are: 

ţI want to complain about the street cleaners, 

they woke me up at 5amŤ; 

ţI couldnšt find anything about recycling on 

your websiteŤ; 

ţYou sent me this letter about my council tax 

and I donšt understand what it meansŤ; 

ţI submitted a taxi licence application last 

week, why havenšt I heard anything yet?Ť; 

ţI was expecting a visit from a social worker 

but nobody turned upŤ; 

ţYour colleague told me that my pest control 

job has been closed, but Išve still got rats in 

my gardenŤ. 

Reducing Avoidable Contact Ş National Indicator 14 
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If you would like to find out more 

about how these techniques could 

help your organisation to meet its 

cost and customer satisfaction 

goals, please contact Nigel Parsons. 
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As councils look for more and more opportuni-

ties to drive cashable savings, the role and 

scope of the vertical market clientŞcontractor 

split is receiving more attention and local 

authorities are starting to look much more 

closely at their outsourcing relationships. 

The traditional clientŞcontractor split in local 

authorities has left a legacy of a poor under-

standing on both sides of the relationship. On 

the one side, local authorities tend to place 

too much emphasis on the financial elements 

of delivery and not enough on the required 

service outcome and, on the other, contrac-

tors have little knowledge of the true needs of 

the council and the areas that will add the 

most value. Councils often believe that once 

an activity is outsourced, private sector com-

petitiveness will keep future costs at a mini-

mum, with contract re-negotiation being the 

driver of continuous low cost. This is rarely 

the case. Unless significant work has gone in 

at the early stages of an outsourcing contract 

to align the interests and understanding of 

both parties, far from working in partnership, 

clients and contractors typically assume Šthem 

and usš roles which often add to, rather than 

reduce, costs. 

In our work with councils, we have encoun-

tered many examples of this:  

Excessive bureaucracy on both sides of the 

relationship, with both the client and con-

tractor struggling to make complex and 

unaligned processes work, reducing effi-

ciency across the board; 

Monitoring of processes by the council to 

control the relationship Ş adding to costs 

and slowing activity; 

Adversarial relationships in which neither 

side is prepared to look for ways to improve 

processes. In particular, where a council 

has taken a combative approach to negotia-

tion, a supplier becomes less 

likely to look for opportunities 

that will save the council 

money meaning the council 

has to invest its own resources 

to find savings; 

Contractors finding them-

selves with tapering contracts, 

or being forced to take a share 

of a councilšs efficiency target 

with no joint discussion of how 

to achieve it. 

For an authority to successfully 

outsource a service, both parties need to go 

beyond the traditional approach of Šopen book 

accountingš and learn to work together with 

the combined objective of operating in the 

most efficient way. Authorities need to do 

more than simply commit to a pre-agreed 

level of orders and have suppliers match it 

with a commitment to reduce costs. To gain 

the most benefit, the nature of the relationship 

has to change Ş and move from a Šthem and 

usš scenario to true partnering at the process 

level. 

To do this, authorities and suppliers need to: 

re-engage; 

create a mutually agreed vision; 

agree to change processes on either side; 

monitor the end customer satisfaction level 

and overall process cost; 

set up joint improvement teams to oversee 

the entire process; 

ensure contracts are win-win; 

set up a process in which the relationship is 

regularly reviewed (discussing the future, 

not the past).  

ValueAdding.com can help councils improve 

their relationships with suppliers in a number 

of ways; from supporting the specification and 

selection of contracts (Spec and Select), to 

redesigning processes within vertical markets. 

Where contracts are being developed for the 

first time, or being renewed, we can help by 

ensuring that the service being tendered is 

appropriately packaged, that it has clear lines 

of accountability and that performance meas-

ures are in place that will drive the required 

outcome. For existing contracts, or for those 

coming up for renewal, ValueAdding.com can 

work with both client and contractor to identify 

problems in the current process and develop 

new processes that will align interests and 

guarantee efficiencies.  

Vertical Markets Ş Improving the efficiency of outsourced contracts 

 

If you would like to hear more about 

how ValueAdding.com can help you 

improve your outsourcing relation-

ships, please contact Chris Fegan. 

is in the interests of all local authorities to 

measure it and take steps to reduce it. Our 

experience tells us that in many local authori-

ties there is enormous scope for improving 

levels of avoidable contact and increasing 

service efficiency. At the moment, it is not 

uncommon to find that a significant proportion 

of local authority contact volumes could be 

classed avoidable Ş in some cases more than 

50%. 

How to tackle avoidable contact 
As noted above, local authorities are now 

required to report and be assessed on their 

total level of avoidable contact as part of the 

New Performance Framework. However, for 

internal service improvement activities, NI14, 

as an aggregated number seems to be of little 

use and has therefore created some 

confusion. Indeed it has also been 

recognised by the Cabinet Office that 

an aggregate number is not ideal 

when it comes to external compari-

sons and benchmarking activities.  

In our view, the value of NI14 is at the 

disaggregated level, in the data correspond-

ing to specific services and it is here that we 

believe local authorities should focus their 

efforts. At this level, specific problem areas 

can be identified Ş areas that are lost when all 

attention is on the total. Since it is up to 

individual authorities to determine which 

of their services are included in data collec-

tion for NI14, we suggest they start with the 

areas identified as transformation priorities in 

their Local Area Agreements. 
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ţin many local authorities there is enormous 

scope for improving levels of avoidable 

contact and increasing service efficiencyŤ 

 

At ValueAdding.com we have ex-

perience in this area and can help 

you quickly and simply identify the 

service activities for which it would 

be helpful to collect and analyse 

avoidable contact data and put it to 

use. For more information on how 

we could help your organisation 

please contact Ben Evans. 


