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Disabled Customers Consultation Group  
16th October 2014 

100 Parliament Street, LONDON SW1A 2BQ. 
 

Attendees 
Meredith McCammond (MM).  Low Incomes Tax Reform Group. 
Liz Hughes (LH).   Low Incomes Tax Reform Group. 
Jane Shillaker (JS).   TaxAid. 
Jane Hunt (JH).   Association of Disabled Professionals. 
Dominic Stephen (DS).   Action on Hearing Loss. 
Penny Melville-Brown, OBE  (PMB). Disability Dynamics Ltd. 
Flavia Gapper (FG). Charity for Civil Servants.  
Mark Dearnley (MD).    HMRC Disability Champion. 
Lucy Makinson (LM).   HMRC Director, Central Customer & Strategy. 
Jane Brothwood (JB).   HMRC Deputy Director Complaints, Charter & Equality. 
Colin Kirk (CK).   HMRC Complaints, Charter & Equality.  
Colin Shingler (CS).   HMRC Complaints, Charter & Equality. 
Janet Wilcock (JW).   HMRC Complaints, Charter & Equality. 
Janet Davison (JD).   HMRC Complaints, Charter & Equality. 
Derek Tilstone (DT).   HMRC Needs Enhanced Support Project Leader. 
Beverley Martin (BM).   HMRC Assisted Digital Leader. 
Andy Gordon (AG).   HMRC Personal Tax Stakeholder Manager. 
Vicky Bawa (VB).   HMRC Diversity & Inclusion Team. 
Mark Young (MY).    HMRC Assisted Digital Team . 
 
Observers  
Norma White.    RNID Palantypist.      
Radha Rangbahdoor.   HMRC Embrace candidate. 
 
Apologies 
Lidia Best.                     UK Council on Deafness. 
Angela Matthews.                       Business Disability Forum. 
David Brooker.                                  Royal National Institute for the Blind. 
Sally Paull.                                        Positive Signs, London.   
 
 
1) Introductions and action point updates. 

 
LM opened the meeting.  She explained that due to recent team changes she would chair the 
meeting on this occasion.  She introduced JB and CK who had recently joined the team, 
explaining that in future CK would chair the meeting.   
 
LM asked attendees to introduce themselves. 
 
CK then covered the domestics and then gave an update on the action points from the last 
meeting, as follows: 
 

 Action Point 1 – JD to send out a link to the HMRC Public Sector Equality Duty 
document – Cleared.   
 
PMB had provided comments on the document, and offered to contribute to the next 
version.  CK confirmed that he would be very happy to take contributions from any 
member of the group. 
 

 Action Point 2 – JD to send out a link to the first HMRC online form available via 
tablet – Cleared 

 Action Point 3 – MD to ensure that search facilities on GOV.UK and HMRC websites 
pick up key HMRC forms  - Cleared 
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 Action Point 4 – DT to circulate products to DCCG designed to set out the options 
available to customers following closure of enquiry centres – DT confirmed that there 
were no products to circulate. 

 Action Point 5 – DT to consider carrying out an evaluation of the NES model in 
Bolsover – this action is to be picked up separately if appropriate. 
 

CK confirmed that JS had also raised an additional point about placing markers on 
customers’ accounts.  This point was raised recently at the Vulnerable Customers Summit 
facilitated by HMRC Debt Management and Banking (DMB).  This issue, and the issue of 
defining what is meant by ‘vulnerable’, requires further consideration and will be brought back 
to this group at a later date. 
 
CK also gave an update on the Disability Support Model which was mentioned at the last 
meeting, explaining that this piece of work has not moved forward due to team changes but 
will now be progressed as a matter of urgency. 
 
Finally CK stated that, as new team members, both he and JB are keen to engage more 
outside of the DCCG meetings, and are also happy to talk about the Charter which is currently 
undergoing review.  
 
2) Needs Enhanced Support Update – Derek Tilstone.  
 
DT opened by explaining that the new Needs Enhanced Support (NES) service was launched 
on 29 May.  Following a transition period of one month, the 281 Enquiry Centres across the 
UK were closed making the new service fully operational.  In preparation for the introduction 
of the new service, the team contacted over 4000 customers who were identified as 
potentially requiring additional support to ensure that they were able to access the new 
service successfully.  Feedback from staff and customers has been extremely positive. 
 
DT explained that the VCS Working Group (made up of representatives from the Low 
Incomes Tax Reform Group, TaxAid, Tax Help, Citizens Advice and Gingerbread) has 
transferred from the project into the new NES Service Team, allowing our partners to continue 
to work with HMRC to make the service as good as it can be. 
 
Evaluation of the new service is already underway internally measured against fourteen 
success criteria.  There will be further evaluation in December followed by a full evaluation 
after twelve months of running the service.  External evaluation has also been commissioned 
to provide an independent view on how the service is working for customers.  This will be in 
two phases – September to October 2014 and then January to February 2015.  In line with 
our approach post evaluation of the pilot this will help inform further improvements to the 
service. 
 
DT told the group that a number of planned enhancements are being rolled out over the 
autumn, the majority of which aim to increase functionality and enable advisers to make 
decisions for the customer that they think appropriate.  The ability for people to request face 
to face appointments without the need to ring HMRC will also be extended, as well as more 
outreach work at a local level with voluntary organisations. 
 
DT also explained that incoming post will be triaged in to the NES service exploiting our new 
scanned post using key words to identify customers who are in the NES category.  Those 
letters will be referred directly into the new service and the customer will be proactively 
contacted and supported from that point onwards.  It is expected that this will increase the 
number of customers using the service by approximately 100,000 per year. 
 
Finally DT explained that work is ongoing with DWP to examine the possibility of working with 
the DWP home visit service to refer customers from HMRC to DWP and vice versa, and the 
possibility of joint visits to customers where appropriate. 
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PMB suggested that it would be useful to able to refer organisations to a short summary of 
the NES service. 
 

 
AP 1 – DT to produce a one page summary of the NES service. 
 

  
PMB also enquired about the links between the Grant Funding money that HMRC will be 
distributing next year, the voluntary sector and the NES customers. 
 

 
AP2 – DT to talk to AG about the links between Grant Funding, the voluntary sector and NES. 
 

 
PMB asked about the capacity of the NES service and how the possibility of the service being 
overwhelmed will be managed. 
 
DT responded by explaining that a significant amount of work was carried out to forecast 
potential use of the service based on evidence from the pilot and our research.  The NES 
model is based on that evidence recognising the service would grow over the first 12 – 18 
months as we bring further enhancements in to the service.   
 
JH raised a concern over rural accessibility.  DT responded by explaining that we have 35 
bases across the UK, with telephony teams in five of those locations.  Each base has mobile 
advisors who will provide home visits in rural areas where the customer cannot access one of 
our venues.  We now have a presence in more areas and provide more home visits and in 
this way we aim to ensure that customers are supported in rural areas and get the same 
consistent service as people who live in urban areas. 
 
JS also raised an interesting point about different interest groups across HMRC which need to 
be linked up.  DT agreed that it would be beneficial to draw these groups together. 
  

 
AP3 – DT to talk to the head of the NES service about linking up interest groups across 
HMRC. 
 

 
Finally DT extended an invitation to members to visit one of the NES sites in Bradford, 
Peterlee, Bootle, Cardiff or Longbenton. 
 

 
10 minute comfort break. 

 

 
3) Update on Progression of Digital Activity since the last meeting - Mark Dearnley. 
 
MD talked through his slides, explaining that he still wears two hats – as Chief Digital 
Information Officer and as HMRC Disability Champion.  He explained that everything is aimed 
at making it as easy as possible for the customer to interact with HMRC and we intend to 
create a tax account for business and a tax account for personal use.   
 
MD talked through the digital exemplars, and noted in particular the success of the new digital 
service for tax credits renewals.  410,000 customers used the new service.  50% of these 
customers went through a browser.  Of the other 50%, 40% used tablets and 60% used a 
mobile phone which proved that mobile phone usage is key. 
 
MD then talked through the roadmaps for 2014 and 2015 explaining the ambition to make 
more online services available and explaining the plans to scan the vast majority of inbound 
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letters by the end of the financial year so that they can be shared electronically and, 
ultimately, so that the customer can track progress. 
 
One of the next services which is being developed is the Friends and Family service (now 
dubbed Trusted Helper Service).   A service will launched later this year that allows up to five 
other people to administer an account.  This is not to replace the current Agents set up, but 
simply to make it easier for friends and family to access a customers’ online account. 
 
MD also talked about the ambition to increase the use of social media to help customers.  The 
first will be via Twitter.  And in the future, the new telephony platform will provide the ability for 
secure messaging and online chat. 
 
Finally MD advised that, acting on customer feedback about online forms, HMRC is now 
moving away from PDF and changing to HTML5 format.  So far 245 paper forms have been 
converted to HTML5, and there is a target to convert all of the 1700 forms by the end of the 
financial year.  However, whereas these forms can be completed on line they cannot be 
submitted digitally, although that is the ultimate aim. 
 
JH raised the point that she has repeatedly tried to get HMRC to communicate with her via 
email, often having to revert to written correspondence which takes much longer.  MH 
reiterated that hopefully by next year there will be more opportunity to use online messaging 
or online chat. 
 
MM asked about forms P87 and P50 (refund forms) which are now only available online, with 
no paper alternative.  In addition, some customers are being told that these forms are not 
available online and they must therefore wait for a paper copy to be posted. 
 

 
AP4 – MD to remind Contact Centre staff which forms are available online. 
 

 
PMB raised a further issue about the use of adaptive technology, explaining that it is not only 
the cost of the upgrade that is a consideration, but also the update to equipment and the 
training needs which makes it very hard to keep up with the pace of change. 
 
A discussion ensued on adaptive software, on security issues and on the meaning of digital 
exclusion.  In conclusion, both MD and LM reiterated that they welcome feedback.  
 

 
10 minute comfort break. 

 

 
 
4) Assisted Digital Pilot Consultation – Mark Young.   

 
MY explained that the Assisted Digital team was created to deal specifically with adaptable 
solutions for digital.  The team is currently testing new and emerging technologies such as 
Google Hangout, Skype, IDA technology, Dragon, Jaws, Web Chat and Cisco Jabber.   
 
The team is also considering what support is required in each HMRC business area, and will 
put in place training to ensure that assisted digital is built in to all of our processes.  They are 
already working with established teams and have started to arrange visits to local external 
organisations where they can interact with customers, as well as working with Contact Centre 
staff to expand the service and make assisted digital ‘business as usual’. 
 
MY asked for assistance from the group in building relationships with external organisations 
and customers in order to reduce customer contact times and help customers to get to the 
right place at the first attempt. 
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A one-pager was requested for members to send out to their contacts. 
 

 
AP5 – JD to send out a one-pager explaining the Assisted Digital pilot, in accessible format. 
 

 
There followed a discussion on involving many different groups in consultation and it was 
agreed that HMRC staff networks should be included. 
 
DS advised that Action on Hearing Loss is about to trial a video relay service and other 
solutions, and agreed to give feedback at the next meeting. 
 

 
AP6 – DS to provide feedback on the Action on Hearing Loss video relay service trial. 
 

 
5) Complaints – Colin Shingler. 
 
CS explained that, following escalation of complaints, analysis revealed that the failings were 
not necessarily in technical accuracy, but in the way we approached resolution and in the fact 
that the impact on customers was not routinely considered. 
 
The work undertaken to address the issues included building the capability of HMRC teams 
and investing in the people actually doing the work.  This included the delivery of further 
training events, raising awareness of the Equality Act and building up the confidence of the 
Complaints teams.  This then led to taking steps to ensure that quality measures were built in 
to targets and processes. 
 
Part of the work undertaken included analysis of complaints data, which revealed that in many 
cases HMRC were failing to provide a reasonable adjustment where required. 
 
CS explained that in 2013/14 enhancements were made to the complaints recording system.  
The changes mean that the Department is building a much clearer picture of the issues being 
raised by customers. 
 
CS concluded by saying that as HMRC moves forward we need to consider the appropriate 
channel for complaints, continue to make improvements and to act on customer feedback.  
The ultimate aim is for HMRC to become an exemplar in complaints resolution across 
Whitehall. 
 
A discussion then took place regarding the need for consistency in recording and responding 
to complaints so that all complaints are treated in the same manner.  The single recording 
system for complaints which has been in place since 2007 addresses this, and there is now a 
standard quality measure. 
 
Discussion also related to the issue of whether complaints were about customer service or 
appeals and disputes as well. CS confirmed that complaints are predominately due to 
administrative error but there is an overlap with formal or legal processes where we could 
consider the handling or discretion applied. 
 
LM asked members to address any further questions to CS outside of the meeting.  

 
6) Intelligent Telephony Automation feedback session – Liz Hughes of LITRG. 
 
LH explained the background to the launch of the new Intelligent Telephony Automation (ITA) 
system in HMRC and the concerns which led to LITRG carrying out their own testing of the 
system.  MM went into further detail about those concerns – for example that we had only 
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been able to find one research report (May 2013 on customer testing) and that this suggested 
that most testing had been done in a ‘simulated’ environment.  Moreover that the testing done 
on actual HMRC customers had been using the ‘Wizard of Oz’ method – this may not have 
been a robust test of the voice recognition technology as a human ear is far more likely to be 
attuned to accents, speech impediments etc.   
 
The first LITRG mystery shopping exercise was carried out in December 2013 - January 2014 
during the festive period and the self-assessment peak filing deadline. 
 
Following ITA system enhancements, a second round of testing was carried out in July 2014 
during the tax credits peak renewals deadline.   
 
LH talked through the findings which really only confirmed concerns about the accessibility of 
ITA to some of those with particular needs. LITRG made a number of recommendations as a 
result of the two rounds of testing, and produced a ‘Hints and Tips’ guide for customers.  LH 
invited members to add to the Hints and Tips. 
 
AG confirmed that feedback on ITA is welcomed, and that he is working with LITRG on the 
Hints and Tips which will be published on the website and refreshed regularly. 
 
PMB raised some interesting points about the difficulties which may be faced by customers 
using ITA, for example, those using a screen reader. 
 

 
AP7 – JD to circulate the LITRG testing report and Hints and Tips. 
 

 

 
AP8 – All to provide comments on the testing report and Hints and Tips. 
 

 
7) AOB and Q&A. 
 

PMB raised an issue regarding DWP, asking how confident HMRC are that DWP is not 
promoting self-employment in breach of HMRC rules.  MM said that LITRG had also seen 
issues with the employment status of support workers and that LITRG were trying to get a 
meeting with the Access to Work team to discuss.  CK asked for examples of this so that he 
could investigate further. 
 

 
AP9 – All – Attendees to send examples where they believe that DWP may inadvertently be 
promoting unlawful self-employment - to enable CK to investigate further. 
 

 
MM raised the issue of the Mental Health Policy/Disability Support Model once more.  CK 
agreed to provide an update on this piece of work with associated timescales at the next 
meeting. 
 

 
AP10 – CK to provide an update on work to progress the Mental Health Policy/Disability 
Support Model. 
 

 
LM thanked everybody for attending and closed the meeting. 


