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 1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Virginia Information Providers Network (VIPNet) is responsible for managing and maintaining the official state Web site (portal) of the Commonwealth of Virginia, My Virginia (www.myvirginia.org).   In August of 2001, My Virginia became the first state portal in the nation to offer live, real-time customer assistance to its users.  The application allows the user to click a ‘Live Help’ button on the Virginia home page to initiate a live, online conversation or chat with a VIPNet customer service person.  With the Live Help feature, VIPNet representatives are able to guide users quickly to the information or service that they are seeking.  Customer service representatives also are able to use push technology, with the user’s permission, to move the user’s Web browser directly to the desired Web site. 

The Live Help service has saved users significant time and frustration in finding government information and services, as they no longer have to explore multiple Web sites or place multiple phone calls for assistance.  The service also has enabled VIPNet to more efficiently and effectively respond to user inquiries by reducing the number of more time consuming telephone calls and e-mail messages to which the staff must respond.  In the near future, the portal hopes to leverage the Live Help technology with other state agency Web sites, creating a network of live customer assistance services for citizens.

Please visit the portal at: www.myvirginia.org
2. PROJECT DESCRIPTION & LENGTH OF TIME IN OPERATION

Live Help is an interactive customer assistance service that has been provided by VIPNet for the state home page since August of 2001.  It allows users to contact VIPNet customer service representatives in real-time, via the state home page and receive valuable help in finding state and local government information and services within the portal.  The service is available during business hours, Monday through Friday.  


This service has proven to be invaluable to citizens in need of assistance in finding particular government services or information.  For example, a user needs to renew her vehicle registration, which is due that day.  She thinks that Virginia offers that service online but has no idea where to find that particular Web site.  However, the user is familiar with the state home page, where she sees and selects the “Live Help” button.  A customer service operator who is monitoring the chat requests responds to the user by asking what assistance the user needs.  The user types the question “Can I renew my vehicle registration online?”  The operator responds that the user may and then offers to “push” the user to that actual interactive Web site by directing the user’s browser to the appropriate renewal page.  The user approves and then automatically accesses the online vehicle renewal service.  Before leaving the chat service, the user completes a quick pop-up survey, answering a few questions about how she liked the service and whether he/she would use it in the future. 

The entire chat session is conducted in less than 45 seconds, with the initial response to the user coming from VIPNet customer service in less than 12 seconds.  All information is exchanged via a secure Internet session.   In addition to providing quick user assistance, the chat service enables the VIPNet customer service representative to immediately provide that information with minimal effort.  

VIPNet administrators receive system-generated reports and statistics that track the chat sessions, as well as summarizing the results of the user exit surveys.  The network completes approximately 550 online chats per month.

From the customer service side, multiple, simultaneous chat sessions can occur at one time with only one customer service representative assisting (one customer service representative can conduct four simultaneous chats).  Response time is expedited due to the option for operators to create pre-prepared responses to frequently asked questions.  All greetings, closings, and common responses are pre-written and saved.   The operator can select the appropriate response from a drop down menu.  With the click of a mouse, a customer service representative can provide an entire response, URL and contact information included, to the user.

3. SIGNIFICANCE TO THE IMPROVEMENT OF THE OPERATION TO GOVERNMENT

The VIPNet customer service staff has realized significant timesavings and efficiency gains since the introduction of the Live Help service.  Previously, the portal received as many as 900 Webmaster e-mails per month and approximately 500 phone calls per month from users seeking assistance in finding government resources and services.  On average, the customer service representatives spend eight minutes responding to each phone request and ten minutes per email, including research for the answer.  This equates to 217 hours per month addressing user questions.

Following the introduction of Live Help, VIPNet has experienced a significant reduction in the number of e-mail and telephone inquiries, with the network now averaging 200 e-mails and 250 calls per month.  Online chats also are less time consuming to complete with the customer service staff spending less than seven minutes on average per chat session.  Further, the Live Help technology permits the staff to handle multiple chats simultaneously (up to four per customer service representative).  Combined, those improvements from Live Help have resulted in a savings of approximately 90 staff hours per month and permitted a reallocation of those staff resources to other important tasks.


VIPNet hopes to leverage the Live Help technology with other state agency Web sites so that they may provide the same type of real-time customer assistance.  Those agencies would then, in turn, benefit from the same staff timesavings and efficiency gains that VIPNet is realizing.  

4. BENEFITS REALIZED BY SERVICE RECIPIENTS
The most significant achievement of the Live Help service is the customer satisfaction received.  Customer feedback surveys indicate a 97% satisfaction rate.  Based on user comments and exit surveys, users are very impressed by the service and enjoy the immediate attention and ease of working with a live customer service representative.  Many users do not know where to begin to find information via the government Web sites. The Live Help service also allows users to forego sending email inquires and waiting for a response. 

User feedback from the exit survey conveys this significant satisfaction rating:

"It was great. I'll never use the phone again!"

"I loved having immediate answers to my questions. Way to go Virginia!"

“I am extremely pleased with the live online help service provided on the Virginia Commonwealth Web site.  In the past week, I personally, have used the service five times and received the information or link to the information I needed within one minute or less.  In addition, I have referred a number of my clients to this service, and they have found it quite useful.”

5. RETURN ON INVESTMENT, SHORT-TERM/LONG-TERM PAYBACK

For a nominal monthly fee, VIPNet obtained a license for the software that facilitates Live Help.  The annual cost for the software licensing varies depending on the level of service selected and the number of licenses purchased.  The pricing for the LivePerson software that VIPNet licenses starts at $89.00 per month per license for its basic service.

VIPNet installed that software on the customer service staff’s desktop computers, Windows based PC’s, and used its existing telecommunications network for Internet connectivity.  

VIPNet relies on existing three staff members who share part-time responsibility for monitoring the service in addition to performing their other tasks and has not needed to hire any additional staff for that purpose.  The portal’s Webmaster trained those employees in how to use the service.  

Customer service response statistics now show that the Live Help service actually has reduced the amount of time that the customer service staff must spend responding to user inquiries.  This is based on an analysis of the total staff time needed to respond to e-mail, telephone, and chat requests.  The introduction of Live Help has resulted in a significant decrease in the number of e-mails and telephone requests received, which require more customer service time to process than live chat sessions.  

The greater, longer term return on investment will come as other state agencies implement Live Help for their Web sites, leading to the creation of a network of online customer assistance services for users.  Those agencies can then share in the efficiency and cost savings that VIPNet already has recognized.   Likewise, citizens will reap an even greater benefit by having access to live assistance across state government Web sites. 

