Introduction



�This report focuses on the San Francisco Municipal Railway's (MUNI) suite of customer services specifically designed to communicate with customers, answer their questions, and address their concerns.  These customer services include customer feedback, lost and found services, and schedule information.



This report does not directly focus on the managerial, operational, and maintenance processes necessary to get vehicles running on the streets; nor does it directly focus on the training efforts required to produce customer-friendly vehicle operators.  While these are without a doubt the primary objectives of MUNI, it is impossible to achieve these goals consistently over time without an enterprising and dynamic system for addressing and incorporating customer feedback.



This report makes numerous recommendations to improve MUNI's customer services and reinforce their general customer service commitment.  The recommendations in this report are derived from both an assessment of MUNI's current practices and a survey of several other public transit agencies' "best practices."



This report is broken into six (6) sections.  The first section briefly chronicles some of the problems facing MUNI.  The second section characterizes MUNI's current efforts to reinvent and improve itself and how these efforts relate to customer services.  The third section describes what customer services are and why addressing them is important to turning MUNI around.  The fourth section describes MUNI's current customer services.  The fifth section showcases some "best practices" and industry trends from several other public transit agencies.  Finally, the sixth sections presents a series of recommendations for improving MUNI's customer services.

�I.  The Problems Facing MUNI



�What are the Problems?



Perhaps the most common complaints regarding MUNI are concerning its reliability, safety, and lack of customer responsiveness.  For example, Rescue MUNI's 1998 MUNI Riders' Survey found that 28% of MUNI riders are delayed, and that 35% of MUNI Metro riders are delayed, corroborating their 1997 findings.  In terms of safety, while a recent report from the American Public Transit Association (April 1998) found that the system as a whole operated "in a safe and responsible manner," just last year a report by the National Transportation Safety Board's, declared that MUNI was a "catastrophic accident" waiting to happen.�  Additionally, and most importantly for this report, MUNI riders have become dissatisfied with MUNI's responsiveness to their feedback and have created their own forums for discussing negative experiences and proposed solutions.�



Given these perceived and real problems, it is not surprising that in 1997 alone there were 132 stories in both the San Francisco Chronicle and San Francisco Examiner with the word "MUNI" in the headline.�  While not all critical of MUNI, some of these headlines included, "A trip to MUNI hell drives supe up wall," "Unsafe at MUNI's speed," and "New MUNI Railcars Jump Track, Crash -- 3 Workers Hurt."  



Given San Francisco's commitment to be a "Transit First" city,� clearly MUNI is a public service in need of a drastic overhaul.





Where to Start?



As part of its 1994 strategic planning process, MUNI surveyed its passengers, asking them to identify their top areas of concern.  Over 1,000 passengers returned approximately 25,000 "Take-one" cards distributed on MUNI vehicles and identified the following six (6) areas of concern, in rank order:�



Schedule Adherence

Crime/Safety

Vehicle Cleanliness

Operator Courtesy

Graffiti

Fares



Obviously, these survey results show that the top priorities for MUNI should be to get its vehicles running more safely and on-time.  



Both MUNI General Manager Emilio Cruz and Transport Workers Union International Vice President Larry Martin emphasize that filling vacant positions and replacing/repairing the aged fleet are critically important to accomplishing these ends.  However, both the unions and management point out that these actions necessitate not only more efficient administrative and managerial efforts, but also increased levels of funding.  This point is substantiated by the San Francisco Planning and Urban Research Association's (SPUR) 1997 report entitled, A Comprehensive Approach to Fixing MUNI.,  The report estimated that MUNI's budget has decreased an estimated 25% in real terms during the first half of this decade.  



While focusing on these system-wide improvements is important, it is easy to forget about the range of customer services.  These customer services also need improvement, and for substantially less effort, money, and time MUNI and its customers can realize positive gains.�II.  MUNI's Current Reform Efforts



�In addition to striving to expand its budget (or actually restore its budget to historical levels), MUNI is currently engaged in three (3) significant efforts to improve its overall performance.  The first, and most significant, is a massive reorganization, the second is a pilot program entitled the Ambassador/Friends of MUNI Program, and the third is an upgrade of their information management technologies.  This section describes these endeavors and discusses how they effect MUNI's customer services.

Figure 2.

The Organizational Position of MUNI's Major Divisions After the Proposed Reorganization
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MUNI's Reorganization



In an attempt to improve managerial efficiency and create clear lines of accountability, General Manager Emilio Cruz has spearheaded a yearlong effort to drastically reorganize MUNI.  Begun with two (2) community "town hall" meetings in 1997, the process is currently set for completion by July 1st, 1998 (Figure 2).  Without delving into minor details, the reorganization involves the wholesale movement of sizable MUNI offices and departments, and perhaps most importantly from the customer service point of view, involves the merging of operations and maintenance.



Previously, operations and maintenance were two (2) separate divisions, internally divided into smaller subdivisions.�  Consequently, questions regarding the operations and maintenance of the same vehicle would be directed to two (2) entirely separate divisions.  



Under the new alignment, all maintenance and operation functions will be merged together in one Maintence and Operations Division, also merging together the corresponding subdivisions.  In other words, for each subdivision, operations and maintenance will be under the direction of a single manager.  The result is that each subdivision manager will be in charge of all of the components necessary to get their vehicles in service.  The seven (7) subdivisions are as follows:

Cable Car

Metro (light rail)

Kirkland (diesel buses)

Woods (diesel buses)

Flynn (diesel buses)

Potrero (trolley buses)

Presidio (trolley buses)



These changes are clearly intended to get more vehicles out on the streets of San Francisco and to have them cleaner, safer, and running on time.  However, MUNI's current customer services, including passive and active feedback, lost and found services, and schedule information, will not be significantly altered during the reorganization, despite the fact that this is a extraordinary opportunity to do so.























The Ambassador/Friends of MUNI (FOM) program



A brainchild of the Transport Workers Union, Local 250-A, the Ambassador/FOM program was established under the 1996 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between Local 250-A and MUNI.  The three (3) year pilot program creates a MUNI Improvement Fund (MIF), under the supervision of a Board of Trustees, to support efforts to "reinvent" MUNI.  



Although still in the development stages, some of the goals of the program are to hold line-specific (e.g., the 38 Geary) focus groups for employees to make operational suggestions.�  Forthcoming line-specific focus groups for passengers are also planned to be part of the program.  The feedback from both these efforts providing not only operational suggestions, but ideas for developing pertinent operator training recommendations.



While this program also does not directly address MUNI's current customer services, it merits mention because of its potential contribution to developing active customer feedback and employee feedback mechanisms.



Information Management Technologies



MUNI's Chief Information Officer has prepared a report, Twenty First Century Information Technology, laying out short and long range goals for bringing MUNI's information technologies up to speed.  The primary component of the plan is to move all of MUNI's data into Oracle 8, a networked, relational database. Oracle 8 is the Cadillac of relational databases and making it the backbone of MUNI's information management is a sound idea.



Currently, many of MUNI's offices are not networked together.  For example, the offices collecting customer feedback are not networked with the human resources offices.  One of the goals of the plan is to network all of the offices to allow for digital transfer and access of information without relying upon reams of printed material.  However, the plan is quite ambitious and will require dedicated organizational effort and budgetary support for several years.



In terms of customer service, this plan will significantly improve the flexibility and reliability of the databases currently used to management customer feedback and improve access to the data throughout the organization.�III.  About Customer Services



�This section will describe what customer services include, why they are important to improving MUNI, and exactly who are MUNI's customers.



What are Customer Services?



Obviously, the number one priority of public transit agencies is to provide safe, courteous, and reliable transportation.  However, public transit agencies also provide numerous other auxiliary customer services.  For example, customers typically contact their public transit agencies to do one of five things: 



lodge a complaint, 

make a suggestion,

file a commendation,

look for a lost possession, or

get schedule information.



In this report items 1-3 are referred to as "passive customer feedback."  Some of the more ambitious customer transit agencies, not to mention private business and even other government agencies, solicit customer feedback through surveys, focus groups, etc..  In this report this is referred to as "active customer feedback." (Figure 1)



Figure 1.

Types of Feedback



Customer Feedback: Complaints, suggestions, and commendations from customers.  Although customer primarily refers to the system's passengers, it should also include businesses, employers, and other public agencies.  Often referred to as "external" feedback.



Employee Feedback: Complaints, suggestions, and commendations from employees.  Often referred to as "internal" feedback.



Active Feedback: Feedback actively solicited by the service provider through questionnaires, focus groups, and other similar means.



Passive Feedback: Feedback initiated by individuals or organizations (e.g., calling in complaints).



Who are MUNI's Customers?



First, and foremost, MUNIís customers are the people that ride its cable cars, street cars, buses, trolleys, and light rail.  However, public transportation serves a larger audience than simply those who directly utilize the system.  Employers, business owners, and other public services all indirectly receive benefits from the services provided by MUNI, and any discussion of customer feedback should include their concerns and interests.



Simply referring to the patrons of MUNI as customers is a significant step in the right direction.  Accompanied with the title of ìcustomerî is a sense of obligation, in no small part stemming from the ubiquitous phrase, ìThe customer is always right.î  Good customer service means listening to concerns and making changes.  It also means engaging in a bit of a partnership.  Service providers cannot read customersí minds, while at the same time, they cannot be everywhere on the system all of the time to collect customer feedback.  MUNI and MUNI's customers, broadly defined, need to work together to improve communications and the overall system. 





Improving Customer Services Can Yield Immediate Results



Although current MUNI General Manager Emilio Cruz may be "the first transportation head in years to not accept another budget cut and to actually fight for more money,"� the consensus is that turning this supertanker around will not happen overnight.  Repairing an aged fleet, hiring and training hundreds of employees, and going through the prolonged process involved in purchasing new vehicles can take years.



Unfortunately, running a public transportation system is a very complicated endeavor, with most of the intricacies happening behind, invisible to most customers.  Customers' only interaction with the system and its employees takes place while they are riding its vehicles.  Consequently, the impressions and stereotypes constructed there are seen as indicative of the entire organization.  Therefore, organizational improvements directed at the core infrastructure, and rightfully so, are not likely to yield immediately visible results to customers.



However, improving customer services can produce more immediate results.  It does not take major budgetary changes to treat customers more professionally and respond to their comments more quickly.  Additionally, by more efficiently collecting and distributing customer feedback to employees and employee trainers, operators can better modify their interactions with customers, leading to discernible positive results in the field.  One participant in Rescue MUNI's 1998 survey commented, "Even though I donít always get to work on time, it is nice to be treated professionally.î



These seemingly marginal changes can do much to demonstrate to the public, press, and public officials that MUNI not only values its customers, but is capable of tackling the greater infrastructure problems over the long haul.  In a sense, by improving customers' experiences with some of these auxiliary functions, MUNI can begin to prove that it is up to the task and deserves public confidence.  Moreover, these changes can provide employees with positive reinforcement, through customer feedback and favorable press, and instill in them the confidence necessary to improve the overall system.



Improving Customer Services Can Yield Future Benefits



Customer service means more than just friendly operators and open phone lines.   It involves continually reacting and adapting to customer feedback.  Albert Einstein once said, "We can't solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them."  Customer feedback can be used to change stops; alter routes; reward and punish operators; get a feel for changing geographic and demographic trends; and help focus employee training.  Without systematic and thorough gathering, management, and utilization of customer feedback, MUNI will not be able to adapt to changing needs of its citizenry.  Therefore, it is absolutely critical to institute the measures necessary to address customer feedback. �IV.  MUNI's Current Customer Services



�Figure 3.

The Organizational Position of MUNI's Customer Services Before and After the Proposed Reorganization
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This section briefly describes MUNI's current customer service efforts in regards to passive and active customer feedback, lost and found services, and schedule information.  In addition, an abbreviated description of MUNI's employee feedback efforts has been added, because of its potential value in improving the system.  Please keep in mind that at the time of this writing MUNI is in the middle of a significant reorganization that may impact some of these services (Figure 3).

Passive Customer Feedback



All of MUNIís passive customer feedback (suggestions, commendations, and complaints) currently gets routed to the Passenger Service Relations Unit (PSR Unit).  The PSR Unit is run by the Transit Information Chief who supervises four (4) Transit Information Clerks.  Three (3) additional Transit Information Clerks are scheduled to begin work by the end of May 1998 to expand the unit's hours of operation, particularly by being open on the weekends.  These employees receive passive feedback from phone calls, letters, walk-ins, faxes and internal San Francisco government email. The preponderance of feedback comes via phone calls, with the PSR Unit receiving approximately 1,500-1,800 calls per month.  There are no planned changes for the PSR Unit in the reorganization.



Organizationally, the PSR Unit is included in the Communications Department, which is itself one of many departments in the General Manager's Division (Figure 3).  The PSR Unit enters all of the feedback into a VAX-based database system and assigns the comments a Passenger Service Relations Number (PSR #).  Passive customer feedback generally takes one of three (3) forms: suggestions, commendations, or complaints.



The PSR Unit sends suggestions to either the appropriate MUNI office or other appropriate San Francisco government office, (e.g., the Department of Public Works).  The PSR Unit does not respond to suggestions; rather, the departments receiving the suggestions have this discretion and responsibility.



The PSR Unit also enters commendations into the database and assigns them PSR #ís, followed up with a form letter response (if possible).  A hard copy is sent to the appropriate subdivision manager, where it is their responsibility to notify the employee.



The complaint process is definitely the most complicated, with the PSR Unit receiving approximately 1,000 complaints per month.  All complaints are given PSR #ís and form letter replies are sent out immediately if mailing addresses are available.  (The form letter simply acknowledges receipt and states that MUNI is processing the complaint).  How the complaint is dealt with depends on whether or not the complaint is directed at an employee (typically an operator), or is one of a general nature (e.g., a dirty trolley).  General complaints are sent to the appropriate subdivision managers and usually not responded to by the PSR Unit.  However, complaints involving operator conduct are further categorized as minor or major, depending on definitions in the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU).� 



Minor complaints are sent to the appropriate subdivision managers.  They must determine the feasibility of the complaint (e.g., if the accused operator was indeed present at the time of the alleged incident).  It is up to the subdivision manager to take whatever action is deemed appropriate, enter the action taken into the database, and communicate that the action was taken to the customer, if proper contact information is available.



Major complaints automatically lead to neutral hearings (also, specific totals of minor complaints, trigger a major complaint response).  Once again, the complaint is sent to the appropriate subdivision manager and they determine its feasibility.  Then both the subdivision manager and the PSR Unit contact the customer to notify them that a neutral hearing will be held.  The PSR Unit is responsible for scheduling the hearing.  After the neutral hearing, where both the operator and customer are present, the hearing officer issues a decision for action, which is taken and entered into the database.�



Active Customer Feedback



MUNI does not currently engage in regular active customer feedback.  However, as part of its 1994 100-Day Strategic Planning Report for the implementation of Proposition M,� MUNI did distribute 25,000 "Take-one" cards, asking passengers to identify areas of concern.  Additionally, the General Manager held two (2) "town hall" meetings in 1997 as part of the reorganization process.  If these practices were engaged in regularly, they would likely fall under the purview of the Communications Department.



Lost and Found Services



The MUNI Lost and Found Unit consists of one employee who reports directly to the PSR Unit Manager.  There are no planned changes for the Lost and Found Unit in the reorganization.



Schedule Information



The MUNI Telephone Information Center (TIC) fields phone calls, nearly 31,000 calls per month, concerning schedules, transfers, and general, "How do I get from Point A to Point B?" questions.  This office is currently staffed by 15 information clerks that report to the Communications Director.  There are no planned changes for the TIC in the reorganization.



Employee Feedback



MUNI does not currently have a system for collecting and aggregating employee feedback on a organization-wide basis.  Some divisions have suggestion boxes, but these are operated on a division-by-division basis, and the results are not systematically forwarded to upper management.

�V.  Highlights From Surveys and Correspondence



�This section describes some of the best practices and promising innovations from a survey of various other public transit agencies.  Although the survey focused primarily on passive customer feedback, several agencies submitted additional information about their general customer service efforts and followed-up with phone conversations.



1. Basic Survey Facts



Customer service managers or supervisors at thirteen (13) public transit agencies across the country agreed to participate in the survey.  To date seven (7) agencies have returned the survey:�



Chicago Transit Authority (Chicago)

Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (Atlanta)

Maryland Mass Transit Administration (Maryland)

Minneapolis/St. Paul Metro Transit (Minneapolis/St. Paul)

Port Authority of Allegheny County (Pittsburgh)

Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority (Santa Clara)

Tri-County Metropolitan Transportation District of Oregon (Portland)



The survey contained twenty-six (26) questions, some quantitative and others qualitative.  Appendix 1 tabulates some of the answers for comparison purposes, but does not include all of the responses.  As previously stated, the survey initially asked questions regarding passive customer feedback;  information concerning active customer feedback, lost and found services, schedule information, and employee feedback was gathered via supplemental correspondence.



Rather than calling management directly, agencies were contacted via their customer feedback phone numbers.  This afforded the opportunity to draw initial observations regarding the systems' general courteousness and responsiveness.  Atlanta and Portland "scored" the best during this informal survey, having the most friendly and helpful customer service representatives.  Not surprisingly, both of these agencies have some of the more innovative and comprehensive customer service programs.



2. An Emphasis on Customer  Service is Relatively New to Public Transit Agencies



MUNI can take heart in the fact that most of the other public transit agencies surveyed have only recently rewritten their mission statements, reorganized their customer services, and updated their information technologies.  Of the seven (7) agencies that responded to the survey, three (3) have updated their customer feedback systems in the last two (2) years, while another two (2) are currently in the process (Appendix 1).  



While this means that there are many innovations around the country from which MUNI can choose, it also means that there has not been enough time to thoroughly evaluate their effectiveness.  Despite this fact, it is clear that many other agencies have already felt the need to better address customer needs and incorporate customer feedback.  



Conversations with customer service managers and supervisors also revealed that others are starved to hear about innovations and experiments in the industry.  There is still plenty of opportunity for MUNI to not only ride this wave and learn from others' experiences, but to take the lead and strive to become an industry leader in customer services. 



3. Centralization of Services and Responsibility



Nearly all of the surveyed agencies have their customer services centralized in one office, and often in one physical space.  With the sometimes exception of marketing, these centralized office usually cover solely customer services.  However, two (2) agencies do separate schedule information and trip-planning into entirely separate departments.  Generally speaking though, there is one person whose responsibility is the entire suite of customer services.



One of the most interesting findings from the survey is who is responsible for addressing and responding to passive customer feedback.  In four (4) of the agencies, the responsibility for addressing feedback and communicating with the customer is solely that of the customer service office.  In these cases, the customer service representative that answers the call is responsible to follow the feedback through the system, make sure that the issue is resolved (if necessary), and keep the customer informed.  In other words, the customer service office acts as a go-between between the customers and their own organization.  Except under special circumstances, division managers or representatives do not talk directly to customers.  In these agencies customers are always talking to employees whose sole charge is customer relations and are trained accordingly.



However, in the other three (3) agencies, the responsibility to address and respond to customer feedback varied.  As with MUNI, sometimes the customer service office would follow-up and communicate with the customer and sometimes the appropriate operating or maintenance division would.  This tended to be on a case-by-case basis and depended on the nature of the feedback.  The customer service office may respond to immediately answerable questions, but they generally pass on any feedback that requires research or organizational action.  Under this arrangement numerous employees are responsible for not only running their departments, but also for relating directly with customers.



4. Organizational Position of Services



From conversations with various customer service representatives and managers, it became clear that when their agencies reinvented their customer services, they organizationally gave more prominence and authority to the office.  Often this meant placing their customer service office on par with other main departments, such as operations and finance.  For example, Atlanta even has a Vice President of Customer Services.  Usually these changes were not significant in terms of the number of personnel, but rather sought to give customer service more emphasis by elevating its status within the organization and making the head of customer services a position of authority.  For example, Portland's home page prominently displays a large picture of its Customer Satisfaction Manager instead of its General Manager.



5. Active Customer Feedback



Several of the agencies are not satisfied only addressing passive customer feedback, and actually take the initiative to generate customer feedback on their own.  Portland and Atlanta regularly survey their customers and conduct focus groups.  At Atlanta active customer feedback is conducted by a different office, while at Portland the customer service office is responsible.  



The San Diego Metropolitan Transit System has interviewers ride buses and conduct interviews at the stops.  Apparently, the response of passengers in San Diego to these "front line" interviews has been overwhelmingly positive, with most pleased to see that their transit agency cares enough to go out to the field and ask customers about their service.

6. Dedicated Customer Service Liaisons at Divisions



To facilitate communication between the customer service office and the other different divisions, Atlanta has recently created a position called "division liaison."  According to their Policies and Procedures, "Each department/division in the authority will be responsible for providing a staff person to assist the Customer Service Center in the review, evaluation and investigation of customer complaints, suggestions, commendations etc."  



In Atlanta, these individuals still have regular day-to-day responsibilities in their respective divisions, but also have the responsibility to act as a liaison to their Customer Service Center.  The idea is to find a customer employee in the division that also has the institutional knowledge necessary to make the feedback process quicker, more efficient, and to create a clear delineation of accountability.  



7. Quality Control Measures for Telephone Interactions



Considering that the majority of passengers that engage in passive customer feedback use the phone, how customer service representatives talk to customers is very important.  Five (5) of the surveyed agencies actively engage in some form of quality control measures, primarily targeted on phone interactions.  Four (4) of the agencies monitor phone conversations on a regular basis to ensure that representatives are acting cordial and professional.  Two (2) of the agencies actually conduct follow-up surveys.  They take a random sample of customers that called in and call them back to ask about their experience.  Not only do they check to make sure that the customer was treated respectfully and was satisfied that their concerns were addressed, but they also ask for any ideas to improve their systems.









8. Information  Management Technologies



Most of the systems surveyed have become essentially paperless or are in the process of doing so.  However, the survey results do not suggest that there is an "industry standard" in terms of information management technologies (Appendix 1).  Most have, or are in the process of, developing a Windows-based interface that sits on top of their underlying database, tailoring these interfaces to suit their specific needs.  Some of the agencies rely upon prepackaged software while others are using or developing their own interface software in-house.  



Many customer service managers and supervisors placed a strong emphasis on the ability for the customer feedback computer system to integrate with other agency computer systems.  For example, they stressed the importance of customer service representatives being able to access route, construction, and even traffic databases from their computers while talking to customers on the phone.

9. Regular Customer Feedback Reports



In addition to providing reports on a "as needed" basis, four (4) of the agencies prepare reports chronicling their passive customer feedback at least monthly.  Minneapolis/St. Paul even goes as far as producing weekly reports.



10. Employees as Customers



Both Atlanta and Portland have recently  begun referring to employees as "internal" customers.  They have done so to demonstrate the importance of employees in their systems and the value of employee feedback.  In doing so, not only have employees felt more comfortable making suggestions, but they have viewed the process of receiving customer feedback more constructively.



11. Customer Feedback and Compensation



Only one (1) of the agencies surveyed, Minneapolis/St. Paul, has customer feedback actively tied to wages and bonuses.  Most agencies, MUNI included, are prohibited by civil service requirements to pay employees differentially according to performance.  In Minneapolis/St. Paul, it is not the operators or maintenance workers that receive the bonuses; rather, it is the customer service representatives.  They receive bonuses based upon the number of customer calls received, addressed, and responded to.  For example, if a team of representatives responds to over 87% of its feedback over a three (3) month period, they all receive two (2) hours off.  Additionally, individuals may earn two (2) hours off if they are "available" 75% of the time over a three (3) month period.�



12. Tear-away Postcards



Two (2) of the agencies also mentioned using a very simple practice to facilitate passive customer feedback ñ postage-paid postcards on their buses and rail cars.  Passengers could just tear them off the wall, fill out their complaint, suggestion, or commendation, and pop them in the mail, no stamps necessary.



13. 1997 Minnesota/St. Paul Minneapolis/St. Paul Survey



In 1997, Minneapolis/St. Paul conducted a survey of other public transit agencies specifically designed to assess staffing levels for customer service and lost and found offices.  Their results suggest that there is no "industry standard" for staffing and hours, and it significantly depends upon customer feedback volume and the desired hours of operation.  The results of this survey can be found in Appendix 2.

�VI. Recommendations



�While most of these recommendations stem from the survey results, interviews, or supplementary material from other public transit agencies, some of them also come from general discussions with MUNI management and employees over the course of the last several months.  While some of the recommendations require only organizational changes that can be implemented with only MUNI approval, others may require additional funding and would necessitate support from the Mayor's Office and Board of Supervisors.



It is important to keep in mind that although some of the recommendations seem minor by themselves, if implemented together as part of an overall reinvention of customer services, they could have synergistic impacts, feeding off of each other to significantly improve customer relations and responsiveness with MUNI.







1. Establish a New Customer Service Division and Centralize Functions and Responsibilities



MUNI should move all of its customer services into one division, entitled the Customer Service Division (Figures 4 and 5).  Currently, the PSR Unit, the Telephone Information Center, and Lost and Found Unit are housed in the Communications Department within the General Manager's Division (Figure 3).  However, the Communications Department also has numerous other responsibilities that divert full attention away from the customer services (e.g., marketing, reproduction services, multi-media, etc.).�  Placing all of these services in one office will help give them more emphasis and importance both internally and externally.  This change would not necessarily require additional funds or positions. 



Figure 4.

Recommended Organizational Position of MUNI's Major Divisions
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In addition to the cosmetic changes associated with placing these customer services in one office, the responsibility of addressing customer feedback and communicating with customers should be placed primarily in this office.  The agencies that were the most courteous and responsive to inquires were Atlanta and Portland, both agencies that centralize these responsibilities.  MUNI should experiment with the same methodology, by requiring customer service representatives to follow feedback through the system and be responsible for communicating with customers when needed. 



By doing so, MUNI can instill a sense of pride in the Customer Service Division by allowing employees to see questions answered and complaints resolved.  Currently, the representatives deal mainly with the first customer contact, which, because of the nature of the industry, is usually negative.  If everything goes as planned and customers feel satisfied that their feedback is addressed, the customer service representatives should be able to experience this positive reinforcement.

Figure 5.

Recommended Organizational Position of MUNI's Customer Services
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Additionally, this will allow other subdivision managers to focus on their primary responsibility, running their divisions.  For example, managing the operations and/or maintenance of a MUNI subdivision requires a certain set of skills that are quite different than the skills needed to courteously interact with customers.  While subdivision managers should not forget who they are serving, by centralizing the customer services and their responsibilities in one office, MUNI employees can more completely focus on their assigned jobs.







2. Create the Position of Chief Customer Service Officer



In addition to creating a centralized Customer Service Division, MUNI should create a new position entitled Chief Customer Service Officer, keeping with MUNI's  administrative naming conventions.  This individual would head the new Customer Service Division and be a member of MUNI's senior management.



In conjunction with the creation of the new division, this move would give customer service more prominence internally and externally.  Recall if you will Portland's home page;  the first thing that one sees is a picture of the individual responsible for customer satisfaction.  This simple step allows customers and employees alike know who is responsible for addressing customer concerns.  Currently without such a position, MUNI has the impression of a cold, uncaring public agency, whether deserved or not.  With such a position, MUNI could demonstrate their renewed commitment to customer service and begin to re-instill a feeling of confidence in their customers and employees.



Additionally, this would focus accountability for customer service in one position.  Currently, because of the dispersed accountability for MUNI's customer services, there is no one person with the charge of responding to customers and representing their interests within the organization.  Currently, the responsibility falls to the General Manager.  While the ultimate responsibility should still rest with the General Manager, the creation of a new Chief Officer position would delegate the day-to-day responsibilities to someone else, freeing the General Manager to address the numerous other issues in MUNI.



3. Create Customer Service Liaisons in Divisions and Subdivisions



As previously mentioned, under MUNI's reorganization, maintenance and operations will be merged into seven (7) distinct subdivisions with the Maintenance and Operations Divison.  Therefore, the subdivision managers will have even greater responsibility than just operations or maintenance alone.  Consequently, their division will likely receive large volumes of customer feedback.  To better facilitate the communications between the seven subdivisions and the Customer Service Division, each subdivision should pick one individual to be a customer service liaison, similar to the model employed by Atlanta.�  The Customer Service Division would still have the primary responsibility for following customer feedback through the system; however, the division liaisons would be accountable for making the process run smoother. 



In the same way that the MUNI's General Manager has numerous responsibilities and a Chief Customer Service Officer could assume these day-to-day chores, a liaison trained in customer service would allow the subdivision manager to focus on running their subdivision.  At Atlanta this individual has other day-to-day responsibilities, and MUNI management should determine whether the load of customer feedback would allow for  a similar set-up or require a full-time, dedicated position.



4. Collect Active Customer Feedback



The new Customer Service Division should collect active customer feedback.  MUNI currently does not engage in active customer feedback, and the primary reason for this omission is budgetary.  However, because the nature of passive customer feedback is usually negative (complaints), it is difficult for MUNI to discern what they are doing right.  In addition to generating positive reinforcement, active customer feedback will help MUNI get a feel for changing needs of their customers.  They should pursue several types of data collection: written surveys, focus groups, and interviews and not forget to consult with other City departments currently engaged in active customer feedback (e.g. the Department of Public Works and the Office of the Controller).



MUNI should remember to be proactive not just reactive.  In some organizations customer service only becomes an issue when a complaint is received. Then customer service functions are implemented to resolve the problem. A good response to the problem can help you keep the customer, but there will always be the residual discontent invoked by the initial problem.



One important thing to consider is whose feedback is to be collected.  In addition to soliciting comments from those individuals that ride the system, MUNI should also refer back to its definition of the customer, which includes employers and businesses.



Special attention should be paid to the Ambassador/Friends of MUNI Program.  Any successful components should be promoted and used as models for the creation of regular active feedback generation by the Customer Service Division.  



5. Work to Tie Customer Feedback to Performance Measures



As previously mentioned, most public transit agencies are prohibited from awarding financial bonuses to employees due to civil service requirements.  In other words, positive customer feedback results in only superficial, minor rewards; whereas, negative customer feedback can lead to significant punishment (e.g., suspension, etc.).  This negatively effects the impression of customer feedback.  With all sticks and no carrots, who could blame employees for not wanting to hear customer feedback?  



Recognizing the civil service limitations, MUNI should investigate alternative means of rewarding employees or divisions that consistently receive positive customer feedback, perhaps borrowing some of the ideas used by Minneapolis/St. Paul.  If more and better data is collected, MUNI should strive to utilize it creatively.  For example, in San Diego, drivers receive a "good service" lapel pin if they received no complaints in the previous quarter, and apparently drivers have responded favorably to the program.



There are probably numerous other symbolic ways to recognize good customer service from individuals or divisions.  However, without financial compensation, rewards will continue to be more symbolic than substantive.  MUNI should cooperatively investigate with the unions any opportunities to work within the constraints of the City Charter or introduce pilot programs to the Board of Supervisors that allow financial bonuses for good service.

6. Work Closely with Employees and Human Resources



The Customer Service Division should work closely with employees and the human resources services.  Although none of the agencies surveyed mentioned this, it seems like an area that MUNI could develop ahead of the curve.   Currently there is no system-wide aggregation of employee feedback, although a few individual divisions have suggestion boxes of their own.  This seems like an incredible waste of resources, given that employees often have some of the best ideas for system improvements, and in the case of public transportation, many of the employees are customers, too.



The Customer Service Division should act as a place where employees can submit their own feedback and have it incorporated in the office's regular reports.  While the unions could collect and prepare this information themselves, it seems more efficient to have all of the feedback in one place.  Therefore, the union's participation in developing and running a quality Customer Service Division is crucial.



Additionally, those individuals that train employees, as well as the employees themselves, should have access to summaries of customer and employee feedback.  While MUNI is currently redesigning its training classes, they should not remain static like they have over the last several years.  They should strive to incorporate as much feedback as possible to best prepare employees for the changing needs and desires of their customers.



7. Work Closely with Community Groups



In addition to working closely with employees and other MUNI offices, the Customer Service Division should take advantage of San Francisco's participatory population.  With groups like Rescue MUNI already organizing volunteers to conduct surveys, the Customer Service Division should utilize the public interest in improving MUNI by working together with community-based organizations to conduct surveys, hold town hall meetings, and focus groups.  The Chief Customer Service Officer should work closely with these groups.  In fact, by utilizing community resources, the Customer Service Division may be able to collect active customer feedback at a more reduced cost.



8. Move to a Paperless System



Currently, many of the complaints received at the PSR Unit are recorded and shuttled throughout MUNI on carbon paper packets.  This is clearly a poor way to handle any significant volume of feedback as MUNI goes into the next century.  



Review of the report Twenty First Century Information Technology suggests that MUNI is moving in the right direction.  From cursory  inspection of MUNI's current information technologies, it is clear that they are well behind the curve and every effort should be made to proceed forward with the plan in Twenty First Century Information Technology.

Nonetheless, it is important to note that there are no references to customer services in the plan.  While assuming that the MUNI-wide improvements will include these services, their omission suggests a lack of importance throughout the organization.  



Given that Oracle 8 will provide the backbone, MUNI should survey other agencies as to what they use for their customer feedback interfaces.  Appendix 1 contains the systems used by the seven (7) surveyed agencies, although obviously MUNI employees should test these as well as other versions.  As previously mentioned, there does not seem to be a real industry standard, but many other agencies have put much effort into developing their own and MUNI should take advantage of their effort and move quickly to become paperless.



9. Generate Regular Reports



The Customer Service Division should continue its practice of providing subdivision managers with weekly passive customer feedback reports, but should also publish more substantial monthly and quarterly reports containing summaries of not only passive customer feedback, but also any active customer feedback and employee feedback.  These monthly reports should be sent to the General Manager, union presidents, Deputy General Managers and other heads of departments.  Additionally, the quarterly reports would be forwarded on to the Mayor and the Board of Supervisors.  All reports should be available at the request of the public and community groups.  Effort should be made to archive these reports online so that they are accessible through the World Wide Web.



10. Redesign Web Page



Keeping with the subject of web pages, MUNI's web page needs to be entirely redesigned.  Considering that the Bay Area is the epicenter of computer technology, MUNI's web page is far behind the times.  It is not user friendly and provides very little useful information.  There is no way for customers to submit comments via email, though six (6) of the surveyed agencies do provide this option.  Increasing the percentage of customer comments received via email will also help with efforts attempts to make the customer feedback system paperless.  



In addition to looking at other transit agencies for useful designs, MUNI should look at San Francisco's own Department of Public Works web page.  With the exception of not providing a text-only option, their web page is very user-friendly, provides access to useful information, and provides options for submitting feedback and service requests.   

�Conclusion



�While MUNI is currently in the process of organization-wide changes to address its overall problems associated with reliability and safety, it must not forget the importance of customer services, particularly customer feedback.  Outside of actually riding the system, these services provide the only other points of contact with customers.  



This report recommends that the key to improving these customer services and putting the customer first is creating a new Customer Service Division, headed by a Chief Customer Service Officer.  By consolidating functions and accountability into one highly visible division, MUNI can improve upon the timeliness of response and attention given to customers and provide one primary contact point for the public.



Improvements to these customers services are in general more affordable and easier to implement than the major infrastructure modifications required to completely reinvent the system.  Likewise, these improvements may be made and noticed in the short-term, providing employees with positive reinforcement and instilling customers with a sense that MUNI is on the right path.  In addition, developing dynamic communication channels with all types of customers will help MUNI proactively adapt to the changing needs of San Francisco's population.�Literature Referenced



100-Day Report on the Public Transportation Department and a Strategic Plan for the Implementation of Proposition M, Department of Transportation, November 8, 1994.



1997 MUNI Riders' Survey Results, Rescue MUNI, March 19, 1997.



1998 MUNI Riders' Survey Results, Rescue MUNI, April 8, 1998.



Albert, James E.  Twenty First Century Information Technology, San Francisco Department of Public Transportation, June 27, 1997.



Draft Strategic Plan for MUNI/Ambassador Program, April 1, 1998.



Gordon, Rachel.  "A trip to MUNI hell drives supe up wall," San Francisco Examiner, December 8, 1997 A1.



Marinucci, Carla . " Feds Warn MUNI Needs Safety Probe," San Francisco Chronicle, November 13, 1997, A1.



MARTA Policies and Procedures, Customer Service Center, November 20, 1996.



Nolte, Carl.  "New MUNI Railcars Jump Track, Crash -- 3 Workers Hurt," San Francisco Chronicle, June 24, 1997, A15.



Rigney and Associates. A Qualitative Study of Public attitudes Toward Public Transportation and Specifically the San Francisco Municipal Railway System, October 1995.



The San Francisco Planning and urban Research Association. A Comprehensive Approach to Fixing MUNI, April 1, 1997.



Transport Workers Union, Local 250-A and San Francisco Municipal Railway's Plan to Reinvent MUNI, June 1996.



Tri-Met Customer Service Policy for Routine Comments and Urgent Complaints, May 24, 1996.



_____.  "Unsafe at MUNI's speed," San Francisco Examiner, November 17, 1997, A18.�Individuals Interviewed 



Anderson, Mark. San Diego Metropolitan Transit System.



Antonio, Ray. Transport Workers Union, Local 250-A, President.



Beagle, Danny. Ambassador/Friends of MUNI Program Consultant.



Bechtold, Linda. Minneapolis/St. Paul Metro Transit, Customer Relations/TIC Supervisor



Bishop, Ed. Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority, Supervisor Customer Service.



Britton, Joseph. Chicago Transit Authority, Information System Coordinator.



Cruz, Emilio. San Francisco Municipal Railway, General Manager.



DeBone, Dan. Port Authority of Allegheny County, Assistant Supervisor of Customer Service.



Fitzgerald, Fran. Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority, Customer Service Superintendent.



Martin, Lawrence. Transport Workers Union, Local 250-A, International Vice President.



Mason, Robert. San Francisco Municipal Railway, Executive Assistant to the General Manager.



Robinson, Elizabeth. Maryland Mass Transit Administration, Manager Customer Services.



Rosney, Ed. Tri-County Metropolitan Transportation District of Oregon, Customer Satisfaction Manager.



Saslafsky, Sharyn. San Francisco Municipal Railway, Department of Communications Director.



Williams, Maria. San Francisco Municipal Railway, Transit Information Chief.



� As cited in the San Francisco Chronicle, November 13, 1997.

� Muni Horror Stories (http://www.zpub.com/fixmuni/muni-horror.html)

� Search conducted on The Gate's web page (http://www.sfgate.com/).

� In 1973, the Board of Supervisors determined that public transit was the best means of addressing the growing transportation needs of San Francisco and passed a "Transit First Policy" for the City.

� The "Take-one" cards included twelve (12) choices.  The other six (6), in no particular order, were disabled accessibility, accidents, pass vendor locations, convenience of obtaining information, regional connections to other systems, and routes sufficient to meet transit needs.

� Muni vernacular usually refers to these subdivisions as "divisions" themselves, when in reality they are smaller components of a larger division.  To keep this distinction clear, this report will use the title of "subdivision."

� The first of these focus groups have focused on the 22 Fillmore, traditionally the most complained-about line.

� Ken Garcia, San Francisco Chronicle, December 4, 1997.

� A minor complaint may be something like an operator that regularly stops too far from the curb.   Major complaint may involve an unjust verbal assault from an operator.



� Neutral hearing officers are recruited from within Muni.  They may not be from operations, and the majority are from administration.

� Amongst other components, Proposition M, passed in November 1993, separated Muni from the Public Utilities Commission and placed it under the management of a new Public Transportation Commission.

� For reference purposes in this paper, the names in the parentheses will be used. 

� "Available" means able to receive phone calls and not performing other tasks.  This incentive is designed to clear-up phone lines and avoid busy signals or long periods on hold.

� Muni would have to investigate the best places to locate these other functions, likely still within the General Manager's Divsion.

� Muni should investigate which other divisions of offices would also benefit from a designated liaison.
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