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Outline and recommendations 

This report presents members of Overview and Scrutiny with a review of our automated 
telephony arrangements, with particular reference to the switchboard functionality. 

Members are asked to note the contents and actions of this report. 

 

Timeline of engagement and decision-making 

9 Sep 2021 – Overview and Scrutiny. After receiving a report from the Resident Experience 
programme, the Chair requests the Chief Executive to review the council’s automated 
telephone systems with specific reference to complaints about the switchboard from 

members 

17 Sep 2021 – The Chief Executive’s response to the Chair of Overview and Scrutiny 
initiates this technical review. 
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1. Summary 

1.1. This report has been produced in response to a request from the Chair of Overview 
and Scrutiny to review the councils automated telephone system, with specific 
reference to member’s complaints about the switchboard. 

1.2. The switchboard is the only automated element of the telephony system, and is the 
only area of concern specifically singled out by members. Therefore this report focuses 
on the switchboard and those technologies that directly support its operation. 

1.3. Lewisham currently operates an automated switchboard using a combination of 
intelligent voice routing (caller is prompted to press a number for different options), and 
speech recognition technologies. 

1.4. Our automated switchboard technologies were implemented to create operational 
efficiencies, and although these types of technology are maturing rapidly the market 
does not yet offer solutions that can provide the same quality of experience as a 
human operator in many scenarios. 

1.5. This report finds there are no inherent issues with any of the specific technologies that 
Lewisham (and our technology partner boroughs Brent and Southwark) use, however 
there are significant process issues, both in the way the call journeys have been 
configured, and in data maintenance to ensure a call can be routed to the correct team 
or person. 

1.6. There are remedial measures that will be immediately pursued to improve the 
cleanliness of data, and improve on the changes that have already been made to 
reconfigure the routing processes to provide a higher quality customer experience. 
These are outlined in the body of this report. 

1.7. These technologies continue to evolve and mature and therefore we will review the 
market for alternative options that may have emerged ahead of our current technology 
contracts expiring at the end of 2023.  
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2. Recommendations 

2.1. Members are asked to note the findings of this report, and the actions it defines in 
section 5: Future Work. 

3.  Background  

3.1. The council has for many years operated its corporate switchboard through the 
customer contact centre. 

3.2. In recent years, the council has promoted a general shift to digital channels in order to 
make cost savings. The automated switchboard has been in place since at least 2014, 
and it was integrated with the current telephony set up in 2018. 

3.3. Members have raised concerns about the effectiveness of these automated 
technologies, and the quality of experience offered to residents and businesses 
contacting the council by telephone. 

3.4. The Director of IT and Digital Services has been requested to conduct a review of the 
current technologies that support the switchboard, and the findings of that review are 
documented in this report. 
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4. Current Position 

Switchboard Operation 

4.1. The Council currently use a solution called Netcall for its switchboard. The supplier is a 
leading provider of speech recognition systems in the UK and the product is widely 
used by health and government organisations. Our Shared Service partners Brent and 
Southwark use the same set up as Lewisham and have not reported any significant 
levels of dissatisfaction that has come to light as part of this review. 

4.2. We routinely process around 20,000 calls per month through Netcall, of which 87.5% of 
callers are addressed through automated options 12.5% have the need to speak to a 
live operator. For comparison we have received the following information from our 
shared service (we have not yet had time to fully analyse reasons for the significant 
differences in call volumes): 

 Brent process an average 7200 calls per month of which 58% are managed by 
automation. 

 Southwark process an average of 6300 calls per month of which 58.4% are 
managed by automation. 

4.3. The system was originally configured in a way to reduce the number of calls being 
routed to a human operator, with an indirect aim of encouraging residents and 
businesses to use digital channels. 

4.4. Following concerns raised by members in September the processes have been 
reconfigured and the caller is now automatically rerouted to a live operator after 2 
attempts, and is presented with an option to talk to a live operator after the first 
attempt.  

4.5. Speech recognition in general is a maturing technology and its shortcomings around 
accents and dialects are well publicised. It can also suffer from background noise and 
poor connections. But in addition the system can only route a call if it recognises the 
department or person that is being asked for. In common with most systems of this 
type the Netcall system can be trained and configured to improve its accuracy. This 
training carries an overhead, and the end quality comes down to how much time and 
effort the organisation invests in proactive and reactive training. 

4.6. Lewisham currently rely primarily on reactive training. Where the system does not 
recognise a word or phrase, Netcall will issue a weekly list of these words and phrases 
and a member of staff from the Customer Service Centre adds the words and phrases 
to the system and ‘teaches’ the system where to route them. It should be noted that the 
system can be taught to recognise any word or phrase in any language, these simply 
need to be added to the system and the system set up to route them correctly.  

4.7. The Customer Service Centre also receive weekly reports of staff members that do not 
have an extension number in the system and will work with service managers and IT to 
get them set up where appropriate. It should be noted that not all staff currently have, 
or require an extension number therefore there will be some staff who cannot be 
contacted directly by name. 

Switchboard Technology 

Netcall 

4.8. The Netcall system is built around an artificial intelligence product called Nuance.  

4.9. Nuance is a well-regarded and relatively mature product, and is the same technology 
that sits behind the Dragon products that the council uses to support colleagues who 
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require a voice recognition capability under the Disability Discrimination Act. It is also 
the underlying speech recognition technology for Apple’s Siri virtual assistant. 

4.10. Nuance was recently acquired by Microsoft, and this aligns to the council’s current 
strategic relationship with Microsoft. 

4.11. Netcall is aimed at the UK public sector market. They continually train their product, 
and they share the training across their whole customer base. This means that over 
time the system becomes more capable of translating different accents and 
pronunciations and “understanding” how they relate to a local authority set up. 
However due to variations in the way that Local Authorities operate, there will inevitably 
be a high degree of local machine-training required to meet our specific need. 

4.12. As well as Netcall there are two other primary technology elements involved in routing 
a call to the correct recipient, 8x8 and Active Directory. 

8x8 

4.13. 8x8 is the council’s core telephony platform. It is a modern cloud based digital system 
and calls can be delivered either to a physical handset on the desk, or to a corporate 
laptop or smartphone. 

4.14. All aspects of the 8x8 system can be controlled from laptops, including managing 
diverts and voicemail, so there is no longer any need for officers to be in the office to 
make or receive calls. 

4.15. Once Netcall identifies the extension (which may be an individual, a queue, or a team 
“hunt group”), then it passes the call to that extension on 8x8. 

Active Directory 

4.16. Active Directory is a Microsoft product that sits at the heart of most corporate IT 
networks and its primary purpose is to control access to individual systems. It can also 
be used to store organizational hierarchy information and is often used as a corporate 
directory. It provides the contact information on the Lewisham email and intranet 
systems.  

4.17. In Lewisham, the organizational information is currently updated based on information 
received from managers through the starters, leavers and movers process. This has 
led to issues around the cleanliness of the data, and there have been some recent 
moves to update data directly from Oracle, although these processes still require a 
degree of manual intervention. Oracle data is by no means 100% clean, but this will be 
addressed by the upcoming Oracle Improvement project.  

4.18. In the Lewisham set up, phone extension details are manually updated from 8x8 to 
Active Directory by IT based on information received from managers through the 
starters, movers and leavers process. 

4.19. For incoming calls to the switchboard, Netcall uses its algorithms and internal data to 
work out the person or the team that the caller is trying to reach, in much the same way 
as a human operator would. Once it has identified the person or team, it does a look up 
on Active Directory to retrieve the extension number which is then used for routing the 
call to 8x8. 

4.20. This set up exposes a weakness; the extension can only be found if it has been 
recorded in Active Directory. Currently the process to add an extension number to 
Active Directory is entirely manual, so it is highly prone to process failure and human 
error. 

Conclusion 

4.21. To compile this report, the author has spoken to officers in customer services and IT, 
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senior and technical representatives of Netcall, and sought independent views from 
Gartner Research. 

4.22. A number of test calls have also been made to the switchboard and it has been noted 
that for common services and named individuals it works reliably well, based on the 
experience of the author of this report, but it works less well for job titles and 
departments, or where the day to day pronunciation of a name is not obvious. 

4.23. One particular concern was that it does not easily recognise members, who are 
recorded on the Active Directory with a “Cllr” prefix (e.g. Cllr Paul Maslin). It does not 
appear that the system has been trained to recognise all expected ways of identifying a 
councillor, e.g. 

 Councillor Maslin 

 Councillor Paul Maslin 

 Paul Maslin 

4.24. The main “selling point” of automated switchboards is that they create efficiencies. The 
technologies simply have not yet reached a level of sophistication where they can 
match a human capacity to route a call correctly.  

4.25. Their main weakness is that they are entirely reliant on being able to link the person or 
department that someone has requested to the entry in the phone directory. This 
requires significant amounts of human effort to train the system. 

4.26. However there are some qualitative advantages of operating an automated 
switchboard that mitigate this weakness: 

 An automated switchboard is not constrained by operator availability – therefore 
callers will not be stuck in a queue waiting for the next operator to become 
available. 

 An automated switchboard can operate at irregular hours, routing calls to teams 
who operate outside of normal working hours (although the Lewisham do not 
use the technology in this way). 

4.27. Based on the analysis of the current situation, there does not appear to be any 
significant issue with any one of the technologies being used. They are all modern and 
widely used in local government. 

4.28. In particular there is some recent research from Gartner that identifies 8x8 as a strong 
contender with growing capability for small to midsize contact centre like ours. 

4.29. However it should also be noted that we have been advised by Gartner Research 
during the course of this investigation that when it comes to automation based on 
machine learning, Local Government is proving to be more challenging than other 
areas of the public sector due to the sheer quantity and diversity of the services that we 
offer. 

4.30. The way the various technologies are joined together appears to be questionable with 
the critical dependence on Active Directory which in turn is critically dependent upon 
starters, movers and leavers processes which have some known issues These  
process issues are being resolved, which will support the Active Directory data being 
kept clean. 

4.31. One issue that has come to light is a lack of clarity around eligibility for a phone 
number. The Contact Centre are working on the assumption that all officers should 
have a phone number and always request one to be set up in cases where they cannot 
find an extension for an individual. However there has always been a finite pool of 
numbers purchased for 8x8, and they are allocated at a service manager’s 
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discretion/request. This leads to issues with managing the pool of available extension 
numbers and needs to be resolved (see action 5.6 ) 

5. Future Work 

5.1. All recommended work needs to balance the current strategic priorities of containing 
costs to set a balanced budget against improving the customer experience. Any 
decision to step away from automated speech recognition is purely an operational one, 
and therefore NOT a consideration for this report which focuses on the technology. 

5.2. The most immediate and impactful resolution is to make sure that a caller is directed to 
a human operator as soon as they have trouble with the automated solution. Measures 
have recently been put in place to reroute the caller to a human operator after 2 failed 
attempts by the automated process, and the call centre are monitoring to see if there 
are any adverse impacts on either queue wait times or abandoned calls – both of which 
would signal a deterioration in the customer experience in line with the impacts 
identified in 4.26 above. At the time of despatching this report a small increase of 
around 60 call per week has been noticed. This has not had any significant operational 
impact, although it is too early to make a definitive assessment. 

5.3. Given the challenges the technology faces in determining department names, and the 
sheer cost and effort likely to be involved in proactively training the system to cater for 
all eventualities we will further shorten the journey to a human operator to improve the 
quality of the customer experience, and continue to rely on reactive training to improve 
the underlying accuracy of the system: 

 The system will be reconfigured to route calls to a human operator after 
one failed attempt, and monitoring put in place to ensure there is no 
detrimental impact. 

5.4. We will take the immediate opportunity to proactively train the system to recognise 
members: 

 The system will be trained to recognise all common forms of identification 
for elected members including; “Councillor <First Name><Last Name>”, 
“Councillor <Last Name>”, “<”First Name”, “Last Name”>. 

5.5. Despite the questions over the way the technologies are joined up there are some 
immediate actions we will take to immediately improve the routing of calls to 
departments and individuals: 

 An automated feed will be implemented between 8x8 and Active Directory 
to make sure that all phone numbers are up to date 

 An automated feed will be implemented between Oracle and Active 
Directory. This will improve the quality of the team/department 
information that is available for human operators to correctly route a call. 

5.6. To address the issue of phone number eligibility we will: 

 allocate all individuals  with network access an allocated  phone number, 
and  the 8x8 license base will be maintained automatically in line with 5.5 
above. 

5.7. The current telephony systems are due for renewal at the end of 2023, and this affords 
us an opportunity to review the market for alternative solutions through the 
procurement process. However it should be noted that our partners do not currently 
share concerns about the effectiveness of the current technology, and this may mean 
we have to accept the higher costs of running a Lewisham specific solution. 
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 We will at our earliest opportunity conduct a soft market test through the 
Shared Technology Service to assess if there are better products 
available which will help shape the subsequent procurement exercise.  

5.8. Some of the problems encountered are down to less than optimal data maintenance 
processes in the council,  including the proper management of joiners, movers and 
leavers.  

 A corporate approach to managing joiners, movers and leavers is in train 
already so that managers are clearer on their responsibilities and the 
actions they need to take, and these processes will be  simplified to 
remove any dual entry of data. 

5.9. It is proposed that all of the remedial actions detailed in 5.3 to 5.6 are validated 
technically and prioritised with an aim to implementation by the end of the calendar 
year.  

https://lewisham.gov.uk/contact-us/send-us-feedback-on-our-reports


  

Is this report easy to understand? 
Please give us feedback so we can improve. 
Go to https://lewisham.gov.uk/contact-us/send-us-feedback-on-our-reports   

6. Financial implications  

6.1. The actions defined in the report will require a small amount of investment to develop 
automated feeds into Active Directory. This is not expected to exceed £5k and would 
be contained within the existing IT budget. 

6.2. The project to rationalise the Leavers Movers and Joiners process needs to be a 
scoped and approved, and will likely require changes to existing systems. These may 
carry a cost for which funding would need to be identified.  

6.3. It is anticipated that the council has enough extensions to meet the proposal to tie 
phone numbers to network logins, however in the event that more are required an 
additional cost of £4.50 per additional license should be regarded as a contingency. 

6.4. Should the council elect to move to alternative solutions at the end of the current 
contract period there will likely be significant deployment and migration costs, but these 
will be fully identified during the business case development and subsequent 
procurement process. 

7. Legal implications 

7.1. No specific legal implications other than those included in the body of this report 

8. Equalities implications 

8.1. The council is committed to make all of its services accessible and inclusive, 
regardless of ability or ethnicity. Our frontline telephony services must not unfairly 
discriminate against any individual or group. 

8.2. The findings of this report suggest that automated speech recognition systems may 
discriminate against certain groups but it has included remediations that will make it 
easier for individuals to speak to a human operator. 

8.3. The issues caused by missing and uncleansed data in Active Directory affect all callers 
whether they are served automatically or by a human operator. This could be indirectly 
discriminatory as they can prevent people reaching the services they need. 

8.4. Any forthcoming decisions flagged in this report will take into account equalities 
impacts in accordance with LBL’s policies and procedures. 

9. Climate change and environmental implications 

9.1. Not applicable 

10. Crime and disorder implications 

10.1. No specific implications other than those included in the body of this report 

11. Health and wellbeing implications  

11.1. No specific implications other than those included in the body of this report 

12. Report author and contact 

Murray James – murray.james@lewisham.gov.uk 
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