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Background

The Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation (PBGC) was established under Title IV of the Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) to protect the retirement income of individuals and their beneficiaries who are covered under certain private sector, defined benefit pension plans.   PBGC protects basic pension benefits for over 35,000 private pension plans covering approximately one-third of the American workforce.  In the past 30 years, PBGC has acted to protect the benefits of participants in over 3,000 pension plans.   Today, PBGC is paying monthly benefits under its insurance program to 400,000 plan participants, with another 400,000 due to receive benefits when they retire in the future.  Historically, PBGC has communicated with its pensioners through a variety of media, including phone, paper mail, fax, e-mail, and walk-in service.  PBGC’s Contact Center handles nearly half a million calls a year, 53% of which are currently resolved during the initial call.  In 2003, the Contact Center achieved an impressive ACSI (American Customer Satisfaction Index) score of 77 (out of 100).  

The key to PBGC's ability to improve customer satisfaction lies in process improvements for capturing and tracking customer and pension plan information.  PBGC’s participant customer service performance goals include achieving an 85% first call rate with an ACSI satisfaction score of 80.  PBGC's challenge has been that customer information from all communication channels is managed and tracked separately, resulting in delayed responses and inconsistent customer information.  

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) software enables service providers, like PBGC, to combine these disparate channels of communication into a single stream of information to better serve their customers.  The PBGC CRM Program takes advantage of the benefits of CRM software to:

Create a strong link between PBGC customers and PBGC business units through the use of technology.

Develop effective methods of tracking and measuring customer interactions to justify continuous improvement expenditures. 

Centralize all customer, pension plan, and interaction history information to provide a 360-degree view of the customer.

In October 2002, PBGC initiated a CRM pilot program.  The original pilot group consisted of approximately 140 PBGC end-users supporting two large pension plans, with approximately 120,000 plan participants.  The pilot scope was limited to tracking customer interactions across telephone and e-mail contact channels.  Once fully deployed, the system will support approximately 750 PBGC end-users and approximately 1,100,000 retirees.

Interim results indicate that the Customer Contact Center representatives participating in the pilot are pleased with the new system.  In addition to improving overall workflow within the Contact Center, CRM has also provided improved access to customer pension plan information and customer interaction history.  Pilot participants have taken an active role in working with the CRM team to identify future system enhancements.  

Results from the ACSI Survey for the CRM pilot are expected later this year.

Lessons Learned

Based on the success of the pilot thus far, PBGC has identified five lessons learned regarding the approach taken.  These include:

Build a Road Map.  Prior to technology selection, PBGC defined its CRM vision and developed corporate strategic goals to support the vision.  High-level requirements were developed by a cross-agency team, which identified business challenges and incorporated customer feedback in its requirements analysis.   Next, steps were taken to streamline the customer-facing processes.  Finally, a team conducted extensive market research on CRM packages to determine which one would best meet PBGC's requirements.

Start with a Quick Win.  Critical to the success of PBGC's CRM Program was to start with a pilot implementation, limited in scope, to achieve a quick win.  By limiting the scope to tracking telephone and e-mail interactions, PBGC was able to have the pilot go live within seven months with approximately 140 users. 

Continuously Improve.  As the pilot progressed, users identified enhancements to the system.  The CRM team evaluated each suggestion, implemented those that would require minor changes, and established an implementation strategy for future major enhancements.  This not only allowed users to readily see the results of their recommendations, but also encouraged their active participation moving forward.   

Establish Realistic Measurement Criteria.  Early in the project, the CRM team established the infrastructure necessary to monitor PBGC end-user and customer feedback, as well as criteria to gauge the success of the effort.  These criteria were established considering the pre-pilot CRM environment, the limited scope of the pilot, and the technical capabilities of pilot end-users.  The result was a measurement criterion that would set realistic expectations for the pilot, along with comparisons of pre-pilot and post-pilot customer satisfaction scores.

Communicate, Communicate, Communicate.  You cannot communicate enough!  To gain buy-in, involve users early in the process and engage in continuous communication.  PBGC developed a comprehensive communications plan and embarked on a massive campaign.  Communication activities included a CRM intranet site, open house, brown bag lunches, newsletters, e-mail communications, and a logo and motto contest.  These activities were found to be very effective at gaining user buy-in and encouraging active participation. 

Next Steps

With completion of the pilot evaluation by December 31, 2003, full rollout is anticipated by May 2004.  Plans for expanding features and functionality will follow.  PBGC will use the ACSI Survey results to assess user and customer feedback; based on those results, future enhancements will be evaluated.  With this aggressive schedule, PBGC is well on its way to achieving its vision of a consolidated and robust CRM system.   

For further information, contact Cheryl Ringel at the Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation’s CRM Program Office, at ringel.cheryl@pbgc.gov or 202-326-4130, ext. 3753.  

