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Philippa Lawson,  Counsel

(613) 562-4002 x.24

pippa@web.net
4 April, 2000

Canadian Radio-Television and

  Telecommunications Commission

Ottawa, Ontario

K1A 0N2

BY FAX AND EMAIL

Attention:
Ms. Ursula Menke



Secretary General

Dear Ms. Menke:

Re: Telecom Decision 2000-24: Final Standards for Quality of Service Indicators 

The following comments are submitted on behalf of ARC/CAC/NAPO (Action Réseau Consommateur, the Consumers' Association of Canada, and the National Anti-Poverty Organization), in response to the 6 March 2000 submissions filed by Bell et al, Telus, QuebecTel, and Thunder Bay Telephone (“the Companies”) pursuant to the above-mentioned Decision, paras.28, 24 and 36, and received by ARC/CAC/NAPO.

1. ARC/CAC/NAPO support the Commission’s initiative to develop and apply new quality of service standards in the areas of business office response time, customer complaint response time, and directory assistance speed and accuracy.

2. ARC/CAC/NAPO note that the Companies generally oppose the imposition of the new proposed quality of service standards.  Telus, in particular, argues that competition is sufficient to deliver adequate levels of service quality, stating:

“The Commission can be satisfied that adequate service quality is being maintained because the levels of customer satisfaction that the Commission is intending to safeguard are already being achieved.  This is because customers who are not fully satisfied with any aspect of TELUS service can and do abandon the Companies or their affiliates for the purchase of a wide range of products and services. The competitive market in which TELUS operates provides a powerful incentive for the Companies to make every effort to maintain very high levels for customer satisfaction.  The Companies have an adequate and immediate incentive to ensure that the elements of service that the Commission intends to monitor are provided for.” (para.7)

3. In an environment in which all but a select few local residential customers have any alternative to their incumbent local carrier for local service, and thus for the services in question here, Telus’s assertion that competition is sufficient to ensure the delivery of adequate service quality is astonishing.  The fact that customers now have alternatives for other services is proving to be of little solace to those who have experienced poor quality of service from their incumbent and who are eager for an alternative to local service.  The fact is that residential customers are still largely captive to their incumbent local carriers.  At the same time, competition in other service areas draws company resources away from non-competitive services.  Fewer resources usually means a lower quality of service.  If anything, competition in other aspects of the Companies’ business raises quality of service concerns for captive customers.

4. ARC/CAC/NAPO therefore submit that Telus’s assertion regarding the effectiveness of long distance and other competition in the telecommunications market in ensuring adequate levels of basic service quality is without merit, and should be soundly rejected.

Business Office Hold Time and/or Call Duration

5. ARC/CAC/NAPO submit that an additional indicator should be established to accurately depict the waiting time experience by customers calling the telephone company business office.  The existing indicator for Business Office Access, Indicator 1.5, only measures the time taken to answer a call; it can be easily circumvented by answering, then putting the customer on hold for an extended period of time.  Hence the existing indicator does not provide an adequate measurement of the quality of the service that the customers receive in respect of telephone access to the company’s business office.  Something more is needed.

6. The Companies have pointed out that measuring total duration of the call, or total hold time, may have an adverse impact on customer service, insofar as companies would be thereby encouraged to reduce time spent with customers over the phone.  As a result, customers may not get a lower quality of service than if the company’s service representative took more time to investigate and resolve the problem during the initial telephone call.  It is important that quality of service indicators do not themselves create incentives that could lower the overall quality of service received by customers. 

7. As the Companies have noted, customers are not likely to object to waiting on hold while service representatives are engaging other resources in the company to deal with their issues. However, this is not the case when customers are placed on hold before they are connected to a service representative who is able to deal with their inquiry or concern. This is the “hold time” that needs to be measured.  Hence, ARC/CAC/NAPO submit that a new indicator should be established to measure hold time before the customer is connected to the appropriate service representative.  ARC/CAC/NAPO propose a standard that requires that a minimum of 90% of calls to the business office are so connected within 20 seconds of having been answered.   

8. ARC/CAC/NAPO further submit that the current standard under Indicator 1.5 should be raised from 80% to 90%, or, in the alternative, that consideration be given to replacing it with a new standard that measures total time taken to connect the customer with the appropriate service representative.

Customer Complaints

9. In Telecom Decision 2000-24, the Commission stated at paragraph 34:

“… the Commission is also concerned that the number of complaints reported under Indicator 5.1 by itself does not give as full a picture as possible of the quality of service being provided. The Commission is of the preliminary view that, in addition to the above, the telephone companies should also report the percentage of complaints not resolved within 10 working days with a standard of 90% being acceptable. …”

10. ARC/CAC/NAPO support the Commission’s preliminary view and consider that speed of complaint resolution is one of the most important elements that constitute customer satisfaction. In its submission, Telus argued against the establishment of the indicator suggested by the Commission and stated (at paragraph 20) that “[c]ustomers understand the time that is required to investigate a complaint and care more about the ultimate quality of the resolution achieved than about the speed of that resolution”. ARC/CAC/NAPO submit in reply that customers, in general, care very much about speed of complaint resolution. As in many other industries, the delivery of service on a timely basis is a critical element of customer satisfaction. 

11. Several parties have pointed out that under both Part VI of the CRTC Telecommunications Rules of Procedure and the current practice of the Commission, the companies are currently given 20 days to reply to a complaint filed with the Commission.  They therefore argue that the same standard should apply to all complaints received by the company. ARC/CAC/NAPO make two alternative points in response:

a)
As a whole, complaints received by the CRTC may be of a different nature from those received by the companies – in brief, they may well tend to be “escalated” complaints which have already been addressed by the company in question.  In ARC/CAC/NAPO’s experience, consumers usually make complaints directly to the company, and only if they are not satisfied with the company’s response, do they take their complaint to the Commission.  Not only is this the most efficient and logical approach for consumers to take, but it reflects the fact that the local telephone company is far better known to consumers than is the CRTC.  Even those complainants who are aware of the CRTC may have difficulty finding an address to which to send their complaint.  Thus, it may be reasonable to assume that complaints received by the CRTC will require more time to resolve on average than will complaints received directly by the company.

b)
If this is not the case (if in fact complaints received by the CRTC are largely initial complaints that have not yet been addressed by the company, or if there is no reason to assume that their resolution will take longer than that of initial complaints to the company), then ARC/CAC/NAPO submit that the current 20 day response rule is inadequate, and should be reduced to 10 working days (two weeks).  

12. Bell et al further argue that a reply standard of less than 20 days would not be reasonable given that some complaints are complex and therefore require more time to investigate and resolve. ARC/CAC/NAPO do not deny that some complaints will require more than 10 working days for the companies to resolve. However, such complaints likely constitute only a small percentage of the total complaint cases received by the companies. Unless the companies can demonstrate otherwise, with reference to concrete evidence, it should be assumed that the vast majority of complaints can be dealt with in two weeks.  

13. ARC/CAC/NAPO therefore submit that the indicator and standard suggested by the Commission in paragraph 34 of the Telecom Decision 2000-24 is reasonable and appropriate, and that consideration should be given to reducing the 20 day response rule regarding complaints in Part VI of the CRTC Telecommunications Rules of Procedure accordingly.

Directory Assistance (DA) – Access and Accuracy

14. In Telecom Decision 2000-24, the Commission stated at paragraph 36 that

“The Commission notes that Directory Assistance is now a tariffed item and customers are required to pay for the use of this service. The Commission is of the preliminary view that an additional indicator should be established to measure the speed and accuracy of directory assistance. …”

15. In its decision (Telecom Order 2000-197) with respect to issues regarding directory assistance charges and PIAC’s application to review and vary Telecom Order CRTC 99-741, the Commission stated at paragraph 29 of the order that 

“The Commission was aware when it made its decision that some unsuccessful DA requests result from errors made by the company, but considers that concerns in that regard are best dealt with as a quality of service issue.”

16.  Particularly now that the Commission has permitted the practice of charging for directory assistance calls that are unsuccessful (i.e., in which the requested number is not found), it is essential that an effective regulatory incentive be put in place for companies to minimize errors in their databases and negligence in their directory assistance service delivery.  Otherwise, there is little incentive for companies to take the time and trouble to correctly understand the customer’s request and to find the number requested.  

17. Unfortunately, however, neither of the two measures proposed (speed of answer and accuracy of listing provided) addresses this problem.   Indeed, encouraging fast DA service delivery through a speed of answer standard could have the perverse effect of increasing the number of unsuccessful requests due to operator error or failure to take the time necessary to find the requested number. It is therefore essential, especially if a speed of answer standard is adopted, that some incentive be put in place to encourage operators to take the time necessary to understand the customer’s request and to find the number requested.  Optimally, such a standard would measure the rate of unsuccessful DA requests due to operator or database error.  However, if this is not possible, ARC/CAC/NAPO propose that a new standard measuring unsuccessful requests be applied to those companies who charge for such requests.  The standard adopted should take into account the potential for customer error, recognizing however that such error will be significantly reduced as a result of the application of the DA charge to all requests.

18. On the issue of accuracy of listings provided, ARC/CAC/NAPO submit that the current error rate in directory assistance, as suggested by PIAC’s non-scientific survey (inadequately refuted by Bell Canada), is too high.  Regardless of debate over the actual rate of company error in directory assistance however, the possibility of company error must be acknowledged and addressed through appropriate incentives and quality of service indicators. New indicators to measure the accuracy and speed of directory assistance service are necessary to ensure an acceptable quality of service. 

19. In its submission, Telus argues that the telephone companies should only be accountable for directory assistance inaccuracy that caused by the errors of telephone companies’ service representatives and databases, but not for the potential inaccuracy of other telephone companies’ databases or the potential inaccuracy of the customer’s request. In response, ARC/CAC/NAPO submit: 

a. that these concerns are adequately addressed through at standard which permits less-than-100% accuracy;

b. that, if technically possible and desirable in the circumstances
, the measures could be designed so as to attribute results in respect of long distance DA to the appropriate company database;

c. that companies who choose to rely on third parties for their directory databases nevertheless bear responsibility for the service that they deliver to their clients; and

d. that it is unclear how customer error would enter into a measure of accuracy, since customer error would presumably result in failure to provide the requested information, rather than inaccuracy.

20. With respect to the argument that directory assistance service should not be subject to new quality of service reporting requirements since the service is operating in an increasingly competitive environment, ARC/CAC/NAPO note that directory assistance service is still a tariffed service and that competition in this market is in an infancy stage in some areas while absent in other areas. The fact that online consumers (i.e., high end, relatively prosperous and educated) can now access directory assistance via their computers does not in any way assist the majority of Canadians who do not yet have convenient access to the online service.  Moreover, the time required to obtain directory assistance via the online service makes renders such an alternative a mere option, as opposed to a substitute for regular DA service.  In brief, market forces are not yet sufficient to ensure an acceptably high level quality of directory assistance service.

21. ARC/CAC/NAPO therefore strongly support the Commission’s intent to establish new standards for the accuracy and speed of directory assistance, and propose the following standards:

- at least 90% of calls to directory assistance should be answered within 20 seconds;

- at least 95% of directory assistance listings should be provided without error; and

- for those companies who charge for unsuccessful DA requests, some standard be adopted based on the expected rate of customer error in such circumstances.

22. Bell et al have proposed an 80% standard for speed of answer (within 20 seconds), and a 90% standard for error-free DA service provision.  ARC/CAC/NAPO consider neither of these standards to be adequate.  As noted above, the current 80% standard for speed of answer by business offices is too low, in ARC/CAC/NAPO’s view.  The same applies to directory assistance service.  A 10% error rate in directory assistance is unacceptably high, in ARC/CAC/NAPO’s view.  An error rate of 5% would be more acceptable.

ALL OF WHICH IS RESPECTFULLY SUBMITTED,

original signed

Philippa Lawson

Counsel for ARC/CAC/NAPO

cc:
Bell et al


Telus


QuebecTel


Thunder Bay Tel
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�  This will depend on the method by which long distance directory assistance is currently delivered.  If callers are simply connected to the other company’s DA service, then it is clearly desirable that the speed and accuracy of the other company’s service be measured in respect of those calls.  If, however, the local company provides long distance DA service to its customers directly, for example by using another company’s database, then the local company should be held responsible for the quality of service delivered.
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