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MEMORANDUM FOR:
ALL FHEO EMPLOYEES

FROM:  


Kim Kendrick, Assistant Secretary for Fair Housing and Equal               Opportunity, E

SUBJECT:  


Technical Guidance Memorandum – Improving Customer Service in    Handling Initial Inquiries, Complaint Intake, Investigations, and        Conciliation

On December 1, 2005, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) published an audit report containing findings and recommendations about the manner in which initial inquiries, complaint intake, investigations, and conciliation are handled by the Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity (FHEO) and the State and local agencies that investigate fair housing complaints under the Fair Housing Assistance Program (“FHAP agencies”).  GAO’s audit reviewed information and data on investigations completed in 2004 and reported the results of test calls that GAO representatives, posing as individuals interested in filing fair housing complaints, made to FHEO regional offices and FHAP agencies in 2005.  The report has been distributed to all Regional Offices and is available on GAO’s website at www.gao.gov/new.items/d0679.pdf.    
GAO identified a number of ways in which FHEO and the FHAP agencies can improve customer service and case processing.  These recommendations emphasized that FHEO and FHAP agencies need to consistently follow FHEO’s written procedures for complaint intake, investigation, and conciliation and ensure proper documentation in the case file and TEAPOTS to show evidence of compliance with established policies.  FHEO has made a firm commitment to the Office of the Secretary to address GAO’s findings and recommendations fully, promptly, and effectively and to hold all FHEO managers and employees accountable for improving FHEO’s customer service and performance in these areas.

This Technical Guidance Memorandum (TGM) responds to the concerns outlined in the GAO report, identifies essential information that all FHEO employees must obtain from telephone callers during their initial contact with FHEO, and establishes benchmarks and timeframes that will serve as FHEO’s performance goals for handling telephone, internet, and written contacts with FHEO.   This TGM is incorporated into FHEO’s policies and procedures.  All FHEO Regional and Field Office employees must adhere to the standards and procedures concerning information to be obtained and manually recorded in logs at initial contact as outlined in this TGM, Chapter 4 on Intake in the Title VIII Intake, Investigation and Conciliation Handbook (“Handbook”), and the July 18, 2005 Memorandum from the General Deputy Assistant Secretary to all Regional Directors entitled “Appropriate Use of the TEAPOTS Inquiry System” (copy attached).

I.  Answering the Main Telephone Lines in FHEO Regional and Field Offices


GAO’s test calls to FHEO Regional Offices identified certain problems in the manner in which public inquiries are handled.  Some of the problems involved the basics of customer service such as answering the telephone during business hours instead of allowing calls to go to voice mail and returning phone calls promptly.  


It is the job of everyone in FHEO to provide excellent customer service to members of the public who contact this organization.  Individuals typically form their first impression of the customer service that FHEO provides by the manner in which their telephone calls are handled. While some employees may have job duties that require them to answer the main telephone lines of FHEO Regional and Field Offices on a regular basis, all FHEO staff must ensure that telephone calls from the public are answered promptly, courteously, and professionally.  All FHEO staff shall comply with the following basics of customer service:

· When answering the main telephone number of your office, identify the office and yourself.  For example, I would answer the main FHEO telephone line by saying, “Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity, Kim Kendrick speaking, may I help you?”

· Treat members of the public who call FHEO the way you want to be treated when you call a government agency or private business.

· Be courteous to every caller, even if the caller is not courteous to you.  Being courteous to members of the public is part of every FHEO employee’s job, even if the caller is being difficult.

· If the main telephone line of your office is ringing and the person designated to answer that telephone line cannot answer the call, take a moment to answer the phone and assist the caller.  If you cannot provide the assistance needed, locate someone currently in the office who can assist the caller.

· If a caller needs to be placed on hold because you are on another telephone call involving the official business of FHEO, tell the caller that you are on another call and that you need to place the person on hold.  Give the caller the option of leaving their telephone number with you so that you can return the call as soon as you have finished with the prior caller or ask the caller if they would prefer to be placed on hold.  A caller should not be placed on hold for more than 3 minutes and must not be placed on hold for more than 5 minutes unless the caller insists on staying on hold until you are available to assist them.  Some callers who do not have ready access to a telephone will not be able to provide a telephone number for a call-back and therefore must be allowed the option of staying on hold.  One key to excellent customer service is courteously explaining the options and allowing the caller to choose between them.

· If a caller needs to be transferred to someone else in FHEO for assistance, you should, whenever possible, transfer the caller to an FHEO staff member who is in the office and available to provide the necessary assistance.  If the only person who can assist the caller is out of the office or unavailable to assist the caller immediately, please explain that fact to the caller and advise the caller when the person will be available to return their call.  If the only person who can assist the caller is not expected to return to the office soon and the caller is unwilling to wait for that person’s return, consult with the appropriate supervisor to determine the best approach for providing excellent customer service to that caller.

· If you cannot assist a person immediately and need to take a message and return the call later, provide the caller with an estimate of when you will be able to return the call.  Example:  “I need to do some research before I can answer your question.  I can call you later this afternoon or tomorrow with the answer.”  If you will need more time than you originally anticipated to provide the requested assistance, notify the caller promptly that more time will be needed.  Example:  “I’m just calling to let you know it is going to take longer than I thought to obtain the information you requested.  I’m still working on it and will get back to you tomorrow morning.”  Excellent customer service means notifying callers about unanticipated delays and assuring them that you have not forgotten to assist them.  

· Try to be helpful even if the caller has contacted the wrong HUD program area or the wrong agency.  If the caller needs to speak with staff in another HUD program area, find out the reason for the call and transfer the call to the correct program area.

It is FHEO’s job to receive and process complaints about housing discrimination.  However, test calls by GAO and FHEO headquarters personnel have revealed that callers inquiring about filing housing discrimination complaints have sometimes been treated inappropriately.  If a member of the public is calling about possible housing discrimination, it is the job of FHEO staff to take the complaint.  FHEO staff should not refer a caller who wants to file a housing discrimination complaint to a FHAP agency; it is important to take the complaint immediately.  However, if you take a complaint about housing discrimination that FHEO is likely to refer to a FHAP agency for investigation, it is appropriate to explain that the law will most likely require referral of the complaint to the FHAP agency for investigation after you have finished taking the complaint.  

In some cases, the facts described by a caller may not initially indicate discrimination.  While it is important to carefully explain FHEO’s role and function, FHEO staff should not try to convince callers that their complaints about housing do not involve discrimination.  FHEO typically cannot determine whether discrimination has occurred without conducting a detailed review of the facts.

FHEO Region Directors, Program Center Directors, Supervisors, and employees are responsible for ensuring that the main telephone lines of FHEO Regional and Field Offices are answered promptly, courteously, and professionally.  FHEO’s Office of Field Oversight will be reviewing the manner in which Regional and Field Office staff respond to inquiries to ensure that telephone inquiries are being handled appropriately by making frequent test calls to each office.

II.  Establishing and Manually Maintaining a Daily Contact Log


All FHEO Regional and Field Offices are required to manually maintain daily contact logs (“Contact Logs”) that will include, at a minimum, the following information:

1.
Name of staff person responding to customer

2.
Type of inquiry: email, in-person, internet, telephone

3.
Date of call

4.
Time of call

5.
Caller’s name

6.
Caller’s address

7.
Contact information:  telephone numbers of caller (home phone, mobile phone, work phone), email address, and back-up telephone number of a friend or relative, 

8. Reason for the call (for example, file complaint, request information)

9. Information about potential Respondent:  name, address, telephone number of housing provider or other persons or entities engaged in potentially discriminatory or unfair conduct.

10. Type of housing discrimination alleged

11. Dates of housing discrimination alleged

12. Disposition of call


All FHEO staff who answer the telephone or receive inquiries over the internet, via email, or otherwise are required to enter the above information in the Contact Log when they receive a telephone call or any other inquiry made by the public to FHEO.  For all telephone calls and other inquiries that involve possible claims of discrimination or unfair treatment related to housing, land use, zoning, or lending, FHEO staff are to collect and record information for each of the items listed above, unless the member of the public making the inquiry is unwilling or unable to provide the information requested.  If an individual is unwilling or unable to provide all of the information requested, FHEO staff should obtain and record in the Contact Log as much information as the caller is willing and able to provide.  Unwillingness or inability to provide information should be recorded in the Contact Log.  For email inquiries, employees may attach a printout of the email and reply to the Contact Log instead of manually recording the information.


Some members of the public contact FHEO asking questions or raising issues that FHEO cannot address except by referring the caller to another HUD office or another agency.  Those contacts should be documented in the Contact Log; however, for those inquiries, FHEO staff need only record information for items 1 – 5, 8, and 12.

Intake Supervisors are responsible for conducting quality assurance checks of the Contact Log on a semi-monthly basis to ensure that FHEO staff are maintaining the Contact Log and appropriately handling any time-sensitive issues, as outlined in Chapter 4 of the Handbook.  

Intake Supervisors are also responsible for ensuring that TEAPOTS entries have been made for all inquiries that involve potential discrimination and that the date of contact and the other essential information recorded in TEAPOTS are consistent with the information recorded in the Contact Log. 

If an Intake Supervisor identifies a problem with the Contact Log, he or she must notify the FHEO Regional Director and take immediate action, which may include conducting substantive or procedural follow-up with an individual or office to discuss disposition or other action taken with respect to the caller and appropriate follow-up with the FHEO employee(s) who recorded the information in the Contact Log to prevent similar problems from recurring. 

III.  Proper Handling of Time-Sensitive Inquiries

Time-sensitive issues can arise at all stages of the complaint process – i.e., before a complaint has been filed, during an investigation, or after an investigation has been conciliated.  As set out in Chapter 4 of the Handbook, Intake employees have a duty to recognize and identify time sensitive issues, take appropriate action, and alert the Intake Supervisor about the presence and status of any time-sensitive issues.  All FHEO personnel who answer the telephone must possess sufficient knowledge, skill, and ability to determine whether the caller’s concerns present time-sensitive issues that require immediate referral to the appropriate supervisor.  FHEO Region Directors, Program Center Directors, and Supervisors are responsible for ensuring that FHEO employees who answer telephone calls from the public have the necessary training to comply with the procedures in this TGM.

Each FHEO Intake Supervisor is responsible for establishing and maintaining a log for recording time-sensitive inquiries and actions taken to resolve each such inquiry (“Time-Sensitive Issue Logs”).  These Logs will include, at a minimum, the following information:

1. Name and Contact Information for Complainant(s);

2. Name and Contact Information for Respondent(s);

3. Description of Time-Sensitive Issue, including dates by which anticipated action adversely affecting the complainant is anticipated to occur (e.g., eviction);

4. Actions Taken to Address Time-Sensitive Issues and Dates of Such Actions

5. FHEO staff assigned to handle the time-sensitive issues;

6. Consultation with Regional Counsel;

7.  Status (Pending, Resolved, and, if applicable, Date of Resolution)


Intake Supervisors will also be responsible for promptly calling back individuals who have raised time-sensitive issues, explaining the actions that FHEO will take to address those time-sensitive issues, and advising the callers of the timeframes in which such actions will be taken.  If a time-sensitive issue is urgent, the call-back will occur on the same day as the initial contact raising the time-sensitive issue.  The call-back will not occur later than the day after the initial contact on the time-sensitive issue.  Supervisors shall document these call-backs in the Time-Sensitive Issue Log.

Consistent with office protocols between FHEO and Regional Counsel, the Intake Supervisor and/or the Intake Analyst, acting under supervisory direction, must discuss time-sensitive issues with the Office of Regional Counsel.  The date and substance of such discussions must be documented in the Time-Sensitive Issue Log.

Supervisors responsible for handling time-sensitive issues will report to the Region Director no less than semi-monthly on the status of all such issues and actions taken to resolve them.  Region Directors will review Time-Sensitive Call Logs on a monthly basis, and more frequently when necessary, to ensure that FHEO supervisors and staff are taking prompt, appropriate actions to address time-sensitive inquiries.  Such reviews shall be documented in the Time-Sensitive Issue Logs.  

The Office of Field Oversight will conduct periodic test calls to verify that procedures for time-sensitive inquiries are being followed.  Contact Logs and Time-Sensitive Issue Logs will also periodically be reviewed to ensure that Intake Supervisors and Regional Directors are monitoring the procedures related to handling of time-sensitive inquiries consistent with this TGM and the Handbook.

IV.  Benchmarks and Timeframes for Responding to Inquiries from the Public

FHEO establishes the following benchmarks and timeframes as performance goals for FHEO employees to respond to initial contacts:

1. FHEO employees will return telephone calls as promptly as possible within one business day following receipt.  

2. FHEO employees will reply to written correspondence consistent with the following timeframes:

· Read and reply to internet communications as promptly as possible but within one business day.

· Prepare and mail a written acknowledgment of receipt, interim or responsive reply to written communications received through regular or express mail, or other form of delivery as promptly as possible but within five business days.

3. When telephone responses to written communications are appropriate, FHEO employees will reply to written communications, other than Internet communications, by telephone within two business days if correspondence includes telephone number.  Employees must document telephone responses to correspondence, recording the date and time that the call was made and the substance of the information conveyed.

4. During normal business hours, FHEO employees will answer the main telephone lines in FHEO Regional and Field Offices promptly.  Employees answering the Regional and Field Office main telephone lines may place callers on hold for a reasonable period of time – less than three minutes is preferred, but not more than five minutes.  Calls to the main Regional and Field Office telephone numbers should not go to voice mail during normal business hours.  Region Directors are responsible for ensuring that procedures are established to ensure that the voice mail box of main telephone lines in Regional and Field Offices have been reviewed by the end of each business day.  Callers leaving voice mail messages about time-sensitive issues during normal business hours must receive same day call-backs.  All other callers who leave messages in the voice mail box serving Regional or Field Office main telephone numbers must receive call-backs no later than the next business day after their message was received.  

5. In some instances, Regional and Field Office telephone systems may route unanswered telephone calls to the voice mail box of employees who are out of the office.  To address this issue, employee voice mail messages must advise callers when they are out of the office, when they expect to return to the office, and the telephone number an individual should call if immediate assistance is needed.

V.  Planning and Conducting Investigations


The GAO audit found that investigators had varying levels of compliance with the standards and procedures governing investigations and case file documentation contained in the Handbook.  For example, some case files included no documentation showing that required notifications were sent to complainants and respondents, that investigative plans were prepared, or that final investigative reports had been approved by supervisors. 


This TGM requires that all FHEO Regional and Field Office supervisors and investigators adhere to the standards and procedures concerning planning and conducting investigations outlined in Chapter 7 of the Handbook.  When compiling information for case files, FHEO investigators must follow the guidance outlined in Chapter 10 of the Handbook, Preparation of Case Files.  

All employees are expected to have ready access to the Handbook at their work stations.  More importantly, all employees are expected to use the Handbook and be familiar with the information and requirements it contains. 

It is the responsibility of Region Directors, Program Center Directors, and the Enforcement Branch Chief to ensure that each case file is properly compiled, that all necessary information is obtained and documented in each case file, and that the Handbook is followed in each case.  Such managerial review is to be documented, including date(s) of review, in each case file.  Case files will be reviewed periodically to ensure compliance with this TGM and the Handbook.

VI.  Proper Documentation of Conciliation 


The GAO audit found that conciliation attempts were either not made or not adequately documented.  FHEO guidance requires conciliation to be made available at all stages of an investigation, beginning at the outset, and requires all conciliation information to be maintained under a separate tab in the deliberative section of the case file (Handbook, Chapter 10, page 10-13). This section of the case file must contain documentation of all efforts to conciliate, whether successful or unsuccessful, and all documents that disclose the contents of any conciliation discussions, details of negotiations, and transmission of offers and counter-offers among the parties.  A separate Table of Contents must be prepared for the Conciliation Section.


It is the responsibility of Region Directors, Program Center Directors, and Enforcement Branch Chiefs to ensure that the foregoing requirements are followed.  Managerial review of compliance with these requirements is to be documented, including date(s) of review, in each case file.  Case files will periodically be reviewed to ensure compliance with the requirements to offer conciliation throughout investigations and document conciliation efforts that are set out in this TGM and the Handbook.

VII.  Conclusion

This TGM is one of the first major steps FHEO is taking to address customer service issues and the findings and recommendations in the GAO report.  As noted above, all FHEO supervisors and employees shall comply with the procedures, benchmarks, and timeframes set out in this TGM and with the requirements of the Handbook.  The purpose of these procedures is to ensure excellent customer service and consistency and effectiveness in the handling of inquiries, complaint intake, investigations, and conciliation.  While the procedures will involve extra effort, including some duplicative efforts, this additional effort is necessary to resolve the issues identified in the GAO audit.  

The procedures set out in this TGM will be evaluated in 90 days to determine if the intended results are being achieved and to review whether any modifications are warranted.  I appreciate the suggestions that have been made on how best to improve customer service, and I encourage all FHEO employees to forward any recommendations for improving FHEO’s customer service and consistency and effectiveness in handling inquiries, complaint intake, investigations, and conciliation to the Office of Enforcement, in Headquarters, for review and consideration.  If you have any questions about the implementation of this TGM, please contact the Director of the Office of Enforcement at 202-708-2904.
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