This chapter was previously M27-1, Part II, Chapter 2.  It was redesignated as M21-1, Part VII, Chapter 2 in April 2000 due to a reorganization.  The content of this chapter was not changed.
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CHAPTER 2.  TELEPHONE INTERVIEWING








2.01  PURPOSE





	This chapter provides uniform procedures for the planning, operating, and controlling of telephone service to the public.





2.02  ORGANIZATION





	Each field station Director will establish a Telephone Interview Activity within the Veterans Services Division (VSD) to provide veterans benefits information and assistance to callers using the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) toll-free telephone system.  This activity will be the primary receiving point for inbound public telephone calls.


 


2.03  PLANNING





	a.  The Veterans Services Officer (VSO) is responsible for effective staff use, management of telecommunication resources and for analyzing telephone traffic studies and line equipment usage (See paragraph 2.11 for additional information).  Call-handling equipment automated management information reports are valuable tools for these analyses.





	b.  The VSO will develop management and fiscal plans for controlling and forecasting the delivery of efficient and cost-effective telephone service.  The VSO will advise the field station Director of the findings, conclusions and proposed actions to allow the Director to incorporate them into the annual and supplemental fiscal plans for the station.





2.04  TELEPHONE LINES





	a.  The number of incoming telephone lines will be sufficient to provide a P.07 grade of service (the probability of 7 busies in 100 attempts), the FTS2000 contractual grade of service.





	b.  Local business lines will be installed to receive calls from within the local dialing area of the field station.





	c.  800-service lines will be installed to receive calls from outside the local dialing areas but within the jurisdiction of the field station.
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	d.  Traffic study results will be used to determine the need for the installation or removal of telephone lines.





	(1)  The field station Director may authorize the installation or removal of up to 10 local lines, but will advise the Director, Veterans Assistance Service (VAS), through the Area Director's office (201A, B, C, or D/27) of the changes.





	(2)  The field station Director will request authorization for installation or removal of 11 or more local lines and all 800-service lines from the Director, VAS, through the area Director's office.





	The request will include the following:





	(a)  Analyses and conclusions regarding requested changes,





	(b)  Estimated installation and annual usage cost.  Usage costs may be obtained from the FTS2000 Management Information System.





	(c)  Statement regarding the availability of local funds, and





	(d)  Name, position, and telephone number for field station contact.





	e.  Upon review and approval by VAS personnel, the designated agency representative will issue a VA Form 30-2237, Communications Services Order (CSO), for the removal or installation of 800-service lines to the communications company.  A duplicate copy of the CSO will be forwarded to the field station requesting service.





	f.  VAS will notify the field station Director of the approval or disapproval for the removal and installation of lines.  Service orders for local lines will be issued by the field station.  A duplicate copy of the service order will be forwarded to the Director, VAS.





	g.  After work has been completed, field station personnel will verify that the lines were removed or installed and are working in a satisfactory manner in accordance with the service order.





2.05  CALL�HANDLING EQUIPMENT





	a.  Call-handling equipment includes automatic call distributors, call sequencers, automatic call attendants, voice mail, interactive voice response units and any federal information processing (FIP) equipment outlined in the Federal Information Resources Management Regulation, Chapter 201-4.
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	b.  Automatic call distributors or sequencers with an associated management information system will be installed in each Telephone Interview Activity.  Consideration should be given to procuring equipment that will meet current and future needs.





	c.  Lightweight headsets will be made available for each agent position.  Use of headsets is encouraged as they allow a greater flexibility in using ADP equipment and completing paperwork.  Use of handsets is discouraged.





	d.  Each Telephone Interview Activity will have the capability for silent telephone service observation (consensual monitoring or listening-in of public telephone conversation) by designated VSD supervisors.





	e.  Each attendant position will have an intercom line to permit communication between call-handling positions and the supervisor.  In some stations it may be desirable for noise control to install an intercom system among all positions to allow employees to seek assistance from other employees when a supervisor is busy or otherwise unavailable.





	f.  A telephone trouble log will be maintained for each Telephone Interview Activity.  Problems with lines or equipment and the action taken to correct problems will be recorded as they occur on VA Form 27-8962, Telephone Trouble Log or an equivalent form.  The log or formwill be retained for 1 year and disposed of in accordance with Records Control Schedule (RCS) VB-l, part I, item number 13-005.





	g.  To request the procurement or replacement of call-handling equipment, the field station Director will provide to the Director, VAS, through the area Director:





	(1)  An analysis showing either that:





	The current system no longer meets the functional requirements for telecommunication services and cannot be expanded to meet those requirements or,





	The cost of maintenance and/or expansion to meet current requirements exceeds the cost of 	replacement.





	(2)  Copies of trouble logs along with field station analyses and conclusions, and





	(3)  A statement regarding the availability of local funds for application toward procurement of replacement equipment.





	h.  Procurement of call-handling equipment must be in compliance with the Federal Information Resources Management Regulation, Subchapters C and D.
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2.06  ROUTING CONTROL SERVICE





	a.  Routing Control Service allows VAS to execute pre-planned routing changes and/or the creation and execution of new routing plans in emergency situations.  The following is a brief description of each of the routing control features:





	(1)  NPA (Numbering Plan Area - Area Code) Routing - Allows calls to be routed to a specific field station based on the originating area code of the call.





	(2)  NPA and NXX (Network Numbering Exchange) Routing - Allows calls to be routed to a specific field station based on the originating NPA and the first three digits of the call.





	(3)  Day of Year Routing - Allows calls to be routed to a specific field station based on a predetermined day of the year schedule.  On all other days of the year, calls would be routed to the field station of jurisdiction.





	(4)  Time of Day Routing - Allows calls to be routed to a specific field station based on a predetermined time of day.  At all other times, calls would be routed to the field station of jurisdiction.





	(5)  Day of Week Routing - Allows calls to be routed based on a predetermined day of week schedule.  On all other days of the week, calls would be routed to the field station of jurisdiction.





	(6)  Call Distribution (Allocation) Routing - Allows calls to be routed based on percentage of calls to be directed to two or more locations.





	b.  All changes to existing routing plans require the cooperation of personnel assigned to the requesting field station, the field station designated to receive the calls, the affected Area Offices, and VAS.





	(1)  The process begins when a field station Director contacts the area office Director and identifies a requirement to reroute calls.  A requirement is defined as a situation in which the field station is unable to provide service to callers because of a natural disaster or other emergencies.





	(2)  The area office, with the approval/assistance of VAS, will identify field stations with the resources available to handle this additional workload.  Consideration must be given to the receiving station's hours of operation, workload, staffing, servicing RDP, number of lines installed, blockage and abandoned call rates, etc.
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	(3)  The receiving field station must certify its willingness to accept this additional workload and that the additional workload will not have a serious negative impact on the services being provided.





	(4)  The Area Office will submit the request to the Director, VAS, via FAX or electronic mail.  All requests for routing changes, including amendments or early cancellations, require written area office approval prior to any VAS action.  In an emergency, the request may be placed via telephone with an official written request to follow.





	c.  The area office's routing control request must include the following information:





	(1)  Name and address of requesting office.





	(2)  Name, position, and telephone number of the field station contact.





	(3)  Name and address of the receiving office.





	(4)  Name, position, and telephone number of the receiving office contact.





	(5)  Description of the proposed routing plan.





	(6)  Beginning and ending dates for the rerouting service.





	d.  In non-emergency cases, all requests must be received by VAS 10 calendar days prior to the anticipated activation date.





2.07  TELECOMMUNICATIONS DEVICE FOR THE DEAF





	The Telephone Interview Activity for the hearing and speech impaired individuals will be centralized at one field station and equipped with a telecommunication device for the deaf (TDD).  This office will provide the same service afforded other callers.





2.08  PERSONNEL UTILIZATION





	a.  The Telephone Interview activity will be staffed to accommodate normal incoming telephone traffic.  Prudent scheduling of other assignments, breaks, leave, and absences from the office will ensure a maximum number of employees during specifically identified peak periods.  During the busiest periods, management should consider using other available employees or part-time employees who have benefits knowledge and are trained as telephone interviewers.





	b.  During periods of low traffic volume, employees may be assigned to handle other VSD workload as long as this activity does not adversely affect the primary function of answering inbound telephone calls.
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	c.  Each VBC will be regularly scheduled for primary call handling.  The frequency of rotation may be determined by local situations.





	d.  Clerical employees or work-study students should be used whenever possible to provide administrative support to the Telephone Interview Activity.





	e.  A supervisor will be available to assist employees conducting telephone interviews.





2.09  QUALITY INTERVIEWS





	In conducting telephone interviews, employees will:





	(a)  Answer calls promptly.





	(b)  Identify themselves by name.





	(c)  Provide clients with complete accurate information.





	(d)  Comply with Privacy Act, Freedom of Information Act, and ADP security requirements.





	(e)  Gather sufficient information from the caller to answer questions and develop any issues indicating potential eligibility for a benefit or benefits.





	(f)  Make full use of ADP capabilities to resolve issues before completing a veterans assistance inquiry.





	(g)  Discuss any related VA or non-VA benefits.





	(h)  Control the interview, avoiding irrelevant discussions and topics not pertinent to the interview.





	(i)  Exhibit a caring and courteous attitude in an objective, understanding manner.





	(j)  Avoid using technical jargon.





2.10  SERVICE OBSERVATION





	a.  Service observation is one means by which designated supervisors systematically measure the quality of service given to public callers.  The purpose of service observation is to ensure that callers receive courteous, complete, and accurate responses to their requests for benefits information and assistance.  The VSO must designate in writing the VSD supervisor or supervisors authorized to conduct service observation.
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	b.  Federal Information Resources Management Regulation, Subchapter C, Part 201-21, paragraph 603 requires, at a minimum, that:





	(1)  Continuous positive action is taken to inform callers of service observation (e.g., advising the public of the possibility of monitoring by call-handling equipment announcements, statements in pamphlets, etc.),





	(2)  No data identifying callers is recorded by service observers,





	(3)  The number of calls to be observed is kept to the minimum necessary to comprise a statistically valid sample (see Pt. I, ch. 6, par. 6B.05a).





	(4)  Any telephone instrument subject to service observation is conspicuously labeled with a statement advising users of that possibility.  VA Form 27-8867a, Notice of Telephone Monitoring, will be used, and





	(5)  Information obtained by service observation is not used in any way against the calling party.





	c.  Exceptions identified during service observation will be used to determine quality of service.  Data gathered will be used to plan and develop training sessions for improving the techniques which ensure callers receive accurate, and courteous responses, as well as for overall evaluation of public telephone service.





	d.  Service observation will not be the sole basis for evaluating employee performance.





2.11  REPORTING





	a.  Each field station will conduct or request their servicing telephone company to conduct a study of both busy calls (overflow conditions) and/or usage during 5 consecutive workdays every January for each Telephone Interview Activity line group other than 800 service.  VAS will request the study for 800 service and will provide field stations with the information.





	(1)  Telephone companies will be asked to provide actual counted number of call attempts, busies and their usage information along with their calculation or analysis of this data.  The companies will be advised that funding does not permit the provision of better than a P07 grade of service for any Telephone Interview Activity line group.  They will be requested to furnish recommendations for line changes based on such a grade of service.





	(2)  If a telephone company has difficulty conducting the requested study during January, it is acceptable to request that the study be arranged as soon as possible during another month.
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	(3)  If telephone companies charge for conducting studies, it will be acceptable to obtain studies during alternate years.  The area Director's office must be advised of this situation.





	b.  Each field station Director will submit the results of the local study and copies of all information provided by telephone companies regarding their studies to the Director, VAS, through the area Director's office by the 6th workday of March of each year.





	c.  After submitting required reports to VA Central Office, all supporting data will be 


disposed of in accordance with RCS VB-1, part I, item number 13-091.





2.12  TELEPHONE DIRECTORY LISTINGS





	a.  The field station Directors will be responsible for listings in the telephone directories for their areas of jurisdiction.  VAS will be responsible for listings with the Toll-Free 800 Directory.





	b.  Commercial directories published by local telephone companies will identify the field station along with the local and 800 service telephone numbers (nationwide for voice and TDD) for use in a particular dialing area.





	c.  Because of high call volume, these listings will include the clarifying statement "Veterans Benefits Information" or "Veterans Benefits Information and Assistance Only" and will be listed in normal alphabetical sequence under "US Government."  If the local telephone company offers an additional listing in the "Frequently Called Numbers" section or the "Yellow Pages," the appropriate Telephone Interview Activity number for the dialing area should also be listed.





	d.  Telephone numbers for established VA offices or other locations will not be listed in commercial directories.





	e.  Having more than one local line usually involves the assignment of numbers in a hunt group so that a call may be routed to the next available line if some, but not all, are busy.  The commercial directories will list the first number in the hunting sequence for the clarity and convenience of the directory user.





	f.  Directory listings for 800 service will not be placed in the directories of communities with direct access to local lines.





	g.  Number and directory listing changes will be coordinated in advance with all servicing telephone companies to insure maximum clarity and convenience for directory users.  The field station address may be included in any directory listing.  Field station Directors are responsible for advising VAS through the area Director's office of all telephone number changes for local lines.
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