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Executive Summary

The issue of child support enforcement has received significant attention at both the state and Federal level in recent years. Recent Federal legislative changes had made it more difficult to meet citizen requirements for answers to their inquiries.  Not only did these challenges to providing good customer service mean that people were left with a negative view of their receipt of a government service, but it also meant that some of the needy citizens in the state could not receive the services that they need.  The decision to establish a communications infrastructure with a state-of-the-art call center to respond to child support enforcement inquiries really offers the opportunity to transform citizens’ view of government from an obstacle to a customer-centric organization seeking to solve problems.  This carries the potential for a significant transformation that would begin with some of those who need it the most.  In addition, the decision to locate the facility in an economically distressed area demonstrates a commitment to improving lives for citizens in the areas where they may need it the most. 

As part of its communications infrastructure, Child Support Enforcement within the Department of Health and Human Services is establishing a regional Call Center to ensure that citizen questions regarding child support can be resolved in a timely and cost effective manner, using technology as an efficiency tool.  The voice response unit (VRU) that was designed for the communications infrastructure is a state-of-the-art solution to the clogging of the phone lines that the existing staff had experienced.  Through the use of voice response technology, citizens will be served more quickly and efficiently and staff will better be able to address the significant volume of calls that are received.  Citizens, through calling in on the telephone, will receive a quick response in a manner that is usually only possible over the Internet or in person.  This is significant and its value has the potential to be immense to frustrated citizens with deeply personal and complicated questions to resolve. 

This project has multiple opportunities to benefit citizens both through the opportunity for jobs at the call center and through providing critically needed customer service.  Moreover, it is using innovative technology to achieve these goals and it is technology that is accessible to citizens throughout the state --- 94% of North Carolina homes have telephone service.  As of 1999, there were 4,918,168 telephone access lines in the state.   One of the lessons being learned in the study of the issue of the digital divide is that not everyone wants access to the Internet, understands it, or will use it even if they have it.  Projects such as this one ensure that people have an alternative means to have a positive interaction with their government.  In an era where “e” has become a byword, the recognition of the need for alternative modes of access to government that are creative and farsighted in their use of technology is significant for meeting the needs of citizens who often do not feel empowered in their interactions with their government.  This type of initiative provides them the opportunity to regain some of the control over their lives and to receive the benefits of technology without forcing them to use something with which they might be uncomfortable. It is important that this type of communications infrastructure be developed in concert with the communications infrastructure used for the Internet and computer based interactions.  

Description of Project, including length of time in operation

This project provides a facility that functions as the Child Support Enforcement Client Services Customer Service Call Center for the State of North Carolina.  The Customer Service Center will contain state of the art technology to provide the voice response unit applications to handle the changing needs at Child Support Enforcement both now and in the future.  The Customer Service Center will meet the provisions of the Federal law (Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA)).  This Federal law mandated that each state implement a Centralized Collections Operation (CCO).  The Customer Service Center will adhere to the legislation enacted by the State General Assembly requiring the Department of Health and Human Services to implement the federal mandate, which requires payments to be made through a Centralized Collections Operation for all child support cases.

Child Support Enforcement, an agency of the Department of Health and Human Services, was mandated to implement a Centralized Collections Operations (CCO) center.  The federal government enacted the PRWORA.  This act contains many provisions that directly impact Child Support Enforcement.  To adhere to the provisions contained in ‘PRWORA’, states are being required to ‘consolidate information, streamline processes, and centralize decision-making authority.  One of the ‘PRWORA’ provisions is the requirement that each State establish a Centralized Collections Operation for the collection of child support payments.

The provision to consolidate collection and payment of child support was implemented in North Carolina in October 1999.  The impact of this new system on processing work and responding to citizens was immediate and negative.  Child Support Enforcement already had an IV-D case registry and check mailing disbursement system for IV-D cases.  Prior to October 1999, IV-D and non IV-D case payments were made to the courts and non IV-D cases were not included in either the case registry or mailing disbursement system as they were handled at the local level.  However in October, the CCO was required to process and make payments for non IV-D cases.  Customer service was suffering before the addition of non IV-D cases and the addition of these cases made it worth because of the increased volume and the general complexity of these cases.  

Non IV-D cases had been previously handled at the county level through the Clerk of Courts.  Non-custodial parents were now sending in non IV-D payments. These payments were not always adequately identified.  This resulted in payments to custodial parents being delayed, misidentified, or remaining unidentified.  The addition of non IV-D cases impacted the ability to respond to the IV-D population.  Telephone lines were busy with irate parents seeking information on payments.  With the publication of these problems by the news media, legislatures and government officials appropriately demanded remedies.  To satisfy these demands, Child Support Enforcement added telephone lines, expanded equipment, and hired temporary personnel to handle the increased telephone calls. However, a longer-term solution that improved the communications infrastructure was clearly required.  

The new Customer Service Center will ameliorate existing problems.  The Customer Service Center contains a voice response unit to respond to inquiries automatically.  Additionally, service center representatives will have immediate access to the caller’s child support record from the State’s main computer system when a call is transferred to the representative from the VRU.  Therefore, when an individual service center representative answers the telephone, he / she will be able to respond quickly and expeditiously to the caller.

The Customer Service Center has been under development since April 2000 and will go live at the end of May 2001.  A requirement of the project was that it be implemented in a high unemployment area.  Therefore, by its existence, the project helps provide employment in an area where it is needed.

Significant to the improvement of the operation of government

This project offers a significant capability to increase customer service to a population that is likely to be among the more disenfranchised and less empowered in the state.  The project will also provide customer service to those who have inadequate access to information and may not have known in the past how to find it on their own and who suffered the effects of the digital divide.  Whereas, in the past, these individuals would encounter obstacles to moving forward, the Customer Service Center will enable their requests to be processed in a timely manner and should help to give them more control over their situation.

Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state

The major benefits of this project will be the following:

1 The ability of Child Support Enforcement to meet the provisions of the ‘Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act’ mandated by the federal government.

2 The ability to provide in a timely and profession manner to any resident either calling from the State of North Carolina or outside of the State information relating to child support data maintained by Child Support Enforcement.

3 The ability to reduce and potentially eliminate citizen complaints to the Department of Health and Human Services, the Governor’s Office and many Legislators concerning problems encountered in getting through on the telephone system to acquire assistance from the Child Support Enforcement support group.

4 Through the implementation of the latest state-of-the-art telephony technology, the capability to capture data from telephone calls placed to the Customer Service Center and to maintain that data within one system for tracking, analysis, and trending.

5 The ability to ensure that the accounting for IV-D and non IV-D cases is accurate so federal reimbursement is maximized and non IV-D cases can be converted with current data to meet federal requirements.

6 The ability to access routine information on payment history, amounts owed, court dates, appointment dates and to communicate this information back to a caller without human intervention.

7 The project will provide employment in a high unemployment area in the state consistent with a requirement from the Legislature that the Customer Service Center be located in a high unemployment area.   

Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback

The return on investment for this initiative has not been calculated.  Capturing maximum Federal reimbursement will provide payback and the increased efficiency of the new call center should lead to cost savings – for example, it should no longer be necessary to employ temporary employees once the call center is operations.  The new call center will also lead to cost savings as citizens will receive answers and not be irate and need to pursue answers through other avenues, thus saving both the citizens and the government time and money. 
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