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Methodology

Students’ Union members from across the country were invited by NUS to participate in the study as mystery shoppers. 
A total of 36 contacts were made by members of a panel of 15 students.

Fieldwork was conducted in January and February 2010.  
Contacts were made by email, phone and letter asking 3 questions:

· What services come with membership?

· What support would I get in the workplace?

· How do I join?
Unions contacted were: Nautilus, RCN, GMB, ATL, Accord, FDA, ACM-AMIE, USDAW, Connect, Community, Society of Radiographers, Unite, BALPA, CWU, Nationwide Group Staff Union, Prospect, Advance, PFA, Chartered Society of Physiotherapy, British Dietetic Association and NASUWT. 
Summary

This Mystery Shopper study conducted with help from the National Union of Students provides an insight into the experience non-members can expect when contacting a trade union head office for the first time. 
The Mystery Shoppers experienced a wide variation in quality of customer service, with a clear pattern of responses showing that on the whole union advisers are performing well. In 70.8% of scenarios the Mystery Shopper gave a mark out of 10 of 5 or above for overall quality. 
However, in a third of scenarios the union adviser had failed by the end of their greeting to leave the Mystery Shopper at ease and comfortable to ask questions. Mystery Shoppers were in several cases confronted by “rude and unhelpful” responses to their enquiries, or just told to find the information for themselves on the union’s website. 
These less usual poor experiences undermined the general trend. In 60% of scenarios Mystery Shoppers said they were given too little information and this leads the author to conclude that there is room for training to improve both the quality of information given and the way it is presented. 
Particular unions are identified in the research as best practice examples, where they consistently scored highly, but none are ‘named and shamed’ for poor marks – individual unions are welcome to contact the author for information on their performance. 
This study can be easily replicated on a larger scale or by individual unions for increased validity, and the script, survey and scenarios have been included at the end of this report.  
Time take to answer query

The time taken to answer letters ranged from 3 to 5 days (from the day of posting) and averaged 4.33 days.

Email reply times ranged from 20 minutes to 2 days, some were not answered. The average time taken to respond was 13 hours and 20 minutes.

Phone answering times varied from 1 ring to 7 rings, some went to answerphone.  The average number of rings was 3.73. 
This variable performance on response time identified this as a potential area for customer service improvement. 
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Website
Mystery Shoppers gave good marks to unions on the ease of use of their websites, the majority of websites receiving eight or ten marks  Most gave a score of 10/10 for the ease of finding the email contact address for the union. The comments below show that Mystery Shoppers liked the union websites, and highlighted problems in a minority of cases (for example, not being able to find the website easily on a search engine).
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Comments on websites: 

“Bright colourful website, lots of information”
“Very small text, very very small buttons, lots of information. Join-us minisite very much easier”
“Link to online enquiry form hard to locate - also asks for membership no - which does not help those making enquiries”
“Difficult to find the website address using a search engine, took me 3 different combinations”
“It was layed out simply and easy to navigate”
“Looks a bit simple, but easy to use”
“Not very pretty but easy to use”
 “Email contact details are under 'need help now' which made it sound like it was for emergencies, I hunted a lot of places before looking there”
“Bright colourful website, lots of information”

Score given: 10/10 (ATL)

“Difficult to find the website address using a search engine, took me 3 different combinations”

Score given: 4/10* 
Quality of the greeting
The average score for the greeting received was 6.8 out of 10. The graphs and comments show a large variation in experience. Some unions received marks of 1-3 out of ten, negative comments included ‘unhelpful’ and ‘blunt’, showing that this is a potential area for improvement. 
“Warm, friendly and informative”

Score given: 10 (BALPA)

“Really had no clue - got put through to union department who said they couldn't answer my questions and would get someone to call me back. Very unhelpful.”
Score given: 0*
Did the adviser’s tone of voice/style of writing in the greeting make you feel at ease and comfortable to ask your questions?
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Negative comments:
“Rude and unhelpful”  
“Quite rude and blunt”
“The first lady I spoke to was slightly abrupt and not very helpful, she put me on hold and didn't explain why.” 

The email was a 'one-liner' "All information is available including joining online from the website many thanks"

“I signed my email John but was replied to as Jonathan - not happy about this.”
“Didn't thank me for enquiring, quite blunt”

Positive comments: 
“Informative and offered to send out pack”

“Told me where I was phoning and who she was”
“Friendly and professional”
“Warm, friendly and informative”
 “Simple, but thanked for enquiry”
“Polite and thanked me”
What services are available to members?
Advisers were most likely to mention ‘representation in work’ and ‘legal help’ in relation to questions about the benefits of membership. Fewer mentioned training and education or insurance (around 11%). Almost all advisers mentioned 2 or more benefits.

Mystery shoppers later report that in a number of scenarios they feel they were not given enough information and giving more information on benefits of membership is one area in which advisers should be able to make improvement. 
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Other services offered by advisers to mystery shoppers: 
· Access to website and forum

· Representation of a union which is part of the TUC

· Business partners - links with Orange, Mercedes Benz and Barclays

· Website

· Financial solutions

· Magazine

· Discounts

· Financial advice

· Free will service
What support would be available in my workplace?  

The comments below show that though advisers mention a number of different ways in which unions can support members, in each case there is potential for a fuller picture to be given. 
· “Told me to look at website”
· “Negotiate, working disputes, holiday, sick, accommodation, contractual disputes, personnel advice” 
· “Financial solutions”
· “Local & national TU reps”
· “Contacts with Thompsons”
· “Help in disputes, representation”
· “Said couldn't say, would have to join to receive benefits book. When pushed said I could speak to membership Sec on Monday”
· “Collective bargaining, Solicitors (Russell)”
· “Didn't really say”
· “After 6 months you can be represented at work, but before then you can only get advice over the phone. The union will not deal with anything pre-existing”
· “Negotiate for me, pay, working disputes, holiday, sick, accommodation, contractual disputes, compensation, free personal advice, financial solutions for me and family”
· “Work to avoid redundancies, safety at work, fight discrimination”
· “Most help was via helpline or website, couldn't find info in leaflet on in workplace support”
· “Employment advice - resolving issues/disciplinary accredited reps + specialist support”
· “No info, redirected to website”
· “Legal assistance and support in cases of grievance and disciplinary”
· “Collective bargaining”
· “Didn't answer questions via email sent a leaflet via post with the info”
· “Did not answer the question”
· “Advice line for problems in the workplace”
· “Negotiate pay, assistance with grievances, disciplinaries and other problems through international membership”
How do I join?  
Just over half of unions offered the opportunity to join online, some were also able to offer the opportunity to join over the ‘phone. 
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“I received a membership form 10 mins later by email”

(BALPA)

“I received an email 24 hours later and parcel in the post the next day”

(Nautilus)

What (if any) other information did the adviser provide during the conversation? 

“There would be no charge as I was a student”

NASUWT

“Offered an information pack”

British Dietetic Association

“I was told the website had more info”

BALPA

“Will help improve my rights” 

Community

“If changing jobs reduced rates + careers service”

Connect 
“Info about the Direct Online Advice Centre, benefits are listed on the website”

RCN

Overall quality of the provision of information and advice 
The average rating of the information and advice given was 6.4 out of ten, with 62.4% of ratings between 6-10 out of 10. 
The comments and graphs on the next pages highlight some possible areas for unions to address, including the tendency for advisers to rush their answers, or direct an enquirer to the website rather than attempting an answer. 
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 (If telephone) How would you rate the speed of the conversation? 
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Comments on information/advice received – including sources signposted to

Negative

· “Didn't want to tell me anything, just direct me to the website”
· “It was very rushed, no links to website”

· “OK, but wasn't really clear on how it worked”
· “Not much given, not signposted to website”
· “Failed miserably”
· “Initially keen to signpost to website, but once asked for specifics very helpful and informative Re: website accessibility it is a big site, more directive links would have been helpful, such as the link for joining…/union/joinus.php or the join us mini site was very clear to use…/campaign/index.htm”
· “Would have been better to be one leaflet not three”
· “Only told me how to join and link to website”
· “Quality of information on the website was good, but very frustrating to be directed to it. Felt impersonal”

· “Would have preferred info by email” 
· “Just told me to go onto the website, didn't provide anything except the link”

Positive / Neutral

· “Said she'd send me all the info covered and more and told me about website” 

· “Mainly pamphlets”
· “Helpful and had info when pressed but had to be pushed”

· “Easy to read and understandable - very helpful”
· “Website is colourful and inviting. Tabs for “About” and “Why Join” are helpful” 

· “Email was simple but info pack very good and informative”
·  “Their website, and the advice centre links”
· “Link to website, some info in regard to questions but not in depth. Offer to send more details”
Did the adviser use language that was clear and easy to understand,

without using jargon?
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How would you rate the amount of information you were given? 
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How well did you understand the information and/or advice you were given? Marks out of 5. 

“Understood web info, but had to hunt for it. Didn't get any info by email”

Score Given = 3

“No information given except web link and contact number”

Score Given = 3
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Overall quality rating of closure of call/farewell

“Blunt, I was the one saying thanks for your help, not her”

Score Given = 3

“Very friendly and helpful “

Score Given = 10 (Connect)
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· “Very friendly and offered to send out pack”

· “Very friendly”

· “Pleasant”

· “She just said 'bye'” 

· “Was really friendly, said thankyou, take care and good bye. Made me feel welcome for if I went back”

· “Professional”

· “Very positive”

· “Made me feel comfortable to reply if I needed more information”  

· “Simple”

· “It just said 'regards'”

· “Polite but didn't offer further assistance”

· “Friendly but formal”

Did the adviser check that they had answered your question(s) and that you had received the information/advice you needed?
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Did the adviser ask whether there was anything else that they could help with?
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Did the adviser close by saying thanks/take care or something similar?
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Did the adviser remind you that you could contact the union again by any of the following methods?
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Overall rating of the quality of the service in answering questions thoroughly and appropriately
The graph and comments below are results from the final question, which gave participants the opportunity to give their overall view and additional comments. The distribution of marks awarded is very similar to earlier results, most contacts were rated in the top half of possible ratings (between 5-10 out of 10) with a few examples which did not make this standard. Comments highlighted a perception from Mystery Shoppers that in some cases their enquiry and interest in the union was not wanted by the adviser. The results from this question reinforce the overall conclusion of the report that there is a need for a renewed focus on customer service. 
Unions which did particularly well on this question, showing the potential to be a best practice case in this area were: Connect received a 10/10 score, BALPA received a 10 and an 8 score, Prospect a 9, Community, USDAW, Nautilus and RCN an 8.(
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Further comments:
· “It felt like she didn't want to speak to me” 

· “Friendly & helpful - very little information”
· “Could have provided more information about services and support available with membership”
· “I felt like she didn't want to talk to me and that I was an inconvenience” 

· “Really friendly, open and accommodating. A pleasant experience” 

· “I felt there should have been more info in the letter”
· “Didn't answer my Q's just ignored them for an easy response” 

· “Just told me how to go onto website, didn't answer questions” 

· “Could have included more info on services”
Appendix 1
Script, Survey and Example Scenarios
Telephone Script

Hello, I’ve just gained <relevant professional qualification> and I am applying for a job at <relevant workplace>. 

(For TUC regional offices) Q1) Which union should I join?

Q2) What services come with membership?

Q3) What support would I get in the workplace?

Q4) How do I join?

Letter Script 

To Whom It May Concern, 

I have just gained <relevant professional qualification> and I am applying for a job at <relevant workplace>. 

I would be grateful if you could write to me with information about what services come with membership, what support I would get in the workplace and how to join. 

Yours sincerely, 

<NAME>

Email Script 

Hi, 

I have just gained <relevant professional qualification> and I am applying for a job at <relevant workplace>. 

I would be grateful if you could write to me with information about what services come with membership, what support I would get in the workplace and how to join. 

Regards, 

<NAME>

MYSTERY SHOPPING OF TRADE UNIONS

1 Mystery Shop Number Scenario number 

2a Day of week

2b Time of day

2c Contact method:

Email 


Telephone


Letter

2c How long did it take for the union to answer your query? (If letter – number of days; if email a)time taken to find email address on their website b)number of hours taken to reply; if telephone number of rings). 

2d(If communicating by email)

How easy did you find it to find the website?

Impossible






 Extremely easy

1    
2   
 3    
4    
5    
6    
7    
8    
9    
10

2e (If communicating by email) 

Overall, how would you rate the ease of use of the website?

Totally unacceptable






 Excellent

1    
2   
 3    
4    
5    
6    
7    
8    
9    
10

(If communicating by email) 

Any further comments on the website

3a Did the greeting make it clear that you had reached the correct union? Y N

3b Did the adviser’s tone of voice/style of writing in the greeting make you 

feel at ease and comfortable to ask your questions?

Y N

4a Please assess the overall quality of the greeting on the scale below. Circle one

Totally unacceptable






 Excellent

1    
2   
 3    
4    
5    
6    
7    
8    
9    
10

4b Comments on greeting

5a In answer to the question What services are available to members? 

Which of the following services did the adviser tell about you? Circle all that apply

Representation in work

Training courses/education

Legal help

Insurance

Cheaper gas/electricity

Please detail as fully as possible:

6a In answer to the question What support would be available in my workplace?  

What did the adviser tell you? Please detail as fully as possible:

7a In answer to the question How do I join?  

Which of the following did the adviser tell about you? Circle all that apply

Joining on the internet

Joining over the phone

The opportunity to receive a membership form by post

7b If the adviser offered to send you a membership form, how many days did it take to arrive?

8a What (if any) other information did the adviser provide during the conversation? 

9a Did you understand the advice/information given? 

Y/N

10a Overall quality of the provision of information and advice in relation to your questions?
Totally unacceptable 






Excellent

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7
 8 
9 
10

10b Comments on information/advice received – inc sources signposted to

11a Did the adviser check that they had answered your question(s) and that you

had received the information/advice you needed?

Y N

11b Did the adviser ask whether there was anything else that they could help with? Y N

11c Did the adviser close by saying thanks/take care or something similar? Y N

11d Did the adviser remind you that you could contact the union again by any of the following methods…?

Telephone 

Email 

Website 

Social Networking Site

12a Overall quality rating of closure of call/farewell.

Totally unacceptable







 Excellent

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10

12b Comments on farewell/closing of call

15a Did the adviser use language that was clear and easy to understand,

without using jargon?

Y N

15b If not, give examples of language used

16a (If telephone) How would you rate the speed of the conversation? Please circle one

Too slow

 A little slow 

About right 

A little fast
 Too fast

16b How would you rate the amount of information you were given? 

Please circle one

Not enough
 Not quite enough 

About right 

A little too much 
Too much

16c How well did you understand the information and/or advice you were given? 

Not at all 






Totally

1 

2 

3 

4 

5

17 Overall, how would you rate the quality of the service in answering your questions

thoroughly and appropriately? Please circle one

Totally unacceptable 






Excellent

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10

18 Any further comments

Did the adviser put you on hold at any point during the call, and if so, did they explain what they were going to do?

MYSTERY SHOPPER DECLARATION

This mystery shop of the union has been conducted by myself. 

I have followed all of the instructions provided for this mystery

shop, paying close attention to the specific scenario provided, and ensuring that no information was offered to the adviser which was contradictory to the specifications of this scenario. Furthermore, I have provided assessment scores and comments on all points required.

Mystery Shopper Name :

Mystery Shopper Signature :

Date :

SCENARIO 1: You are a student who has completed college and is now applying to Lloyds TSB to work as a cashier.

	ACCORD
Simmons House 
46 Old Bath Road 
Charvil, Reading 
Berkshire, RG10 9QR 

	   
Telephone 01189 341 808 


CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 2: You are a student who has completed college and is now applying to work in a high street betting shop. 

Community

67/68 Long Acre

Covent Garden

London WC2E 9FA

Tel: 020 7420 4000 

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 3: You are a student who has decided to start teacher training following your degree. 

NASUWT Headquarters

NASUWT
Rose Hill,
Rednal,
Birmingham
B45 8RS

Tel: 0121 453 6150

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 4: You are a student who has been accepted to start teacher training following your degree.

ATL London HQ

7 Northumberland Street
London
WC2N 5RD
England
Tel: 020 7930 6441

0845 057 7000

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 5: I am a student who is applying to work in a local supermarket.

Usdaw Central Office 
188 Wilmslow Road
Manchester M14 6LJ


Tel: 0161 224 2804

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 6: You are a student who has completed a degree in Business and is now applying for a management role at O2. 

Head Office
Connect
30 St George's Road
Wimbledon
London SW19 4BD

Switchboard
020 8971 6000

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 7: You are a student who has completed a degree in Business and is now applying for a professional engineer role at EDF - Energy. 

Prospect

New Prospect House
8 Leake Street
London SE1 7NN


T 020 7902 6600

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 8: You are a student who has decided to start teacher training following your degree.

NUT 

NUT Headquarters
Hamilton House, Mabledon Place,
London,
WC1H 9BD.

Tel: 020 7388 6191


NUT membership enquiries 
Tel: 0845 300 1666

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 9: You are a student who has decided to apply for the civil service fast stream following your degree.

FDA

8 Leake Street, London, SE1 7NN

Tel. 0845 470 1111 

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 10: You are applying for a job at a Santander UK call centre.

Advance
2nd Floor
16/17 High Street
Tring
Herts 
HP23 5AH

Tel: 01442 891122

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 11:  You have applied for a job at the Nationwide as a clerical assistant

Nationwide Group Staff Union 


Middleton Farmhouse
37 Main Road
Middleton Cheney
Oxfordshire
OX17 2QT

	tel:
	01295 710767

	fax:
	01295 712580

	email:
	ngsu@ngsu.org.uk

	
	


CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 12:  You are thinking of a career in college management. 

ACM-AMiE
35 The Point
Market Harborough
Leicestershire 
LE16 7QU

Tel. 01858 461 110

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 13:  You are playing football at a high level and hope that one day you will be ready to compete at Conference level

PFA

Tel. 0161 236 0575 

20 Oxford Court, Bishopsgate, Manchester, M2 3WQ

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 14:  You are training to become a pilot and are confident about getting a job soon.  

BALPA 

Telephone: 020 8476 4000

Postal Address: 
BALPA House, 
5 Heathrow Boulevard, 
278 Bath Road,
West Drayton,
UB70DQ

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 15:  You are training to become a nurse and are confident about getting a job when you complete your training.  

Royal College of Nursing

20 Cavendish Square
London
W1G 0RN

Telephone: 020 7409 3333

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 16:  You are training to become a physiotherapist and are confident about getting a job when you complete your training.  

The Chartered Society of Physiotherapy, 14 Bedford Row, London, WC1R 4ED

Tel 02073066666

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 17:  You are training to become a radiographer and are confident about getting a job when you complete your training.  

The Society of Radiographers
207 Providence Square
Mill Street
London
SE1 2EW

Tel: 020 7740 7200

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 18:  You are thinking of applying for a job as a Vessel Traffic Services Operator
Nautilus International, Oceanair House, 750-760 High Rd, Leytonstone, E11 3BB

Tel. 020 8989 6677

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 19:  You are training to become a dietitian and are confident about getting a job when you complete your training

British Dietetic Association,
5th Floor, Charles House,
148/9 Great Charles Street Queensway,
Birmingham,
B3 3HT.

Tel 0121 200 8080

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 20:  You have just finished your course in computer programming and are confident about getting a job with IBM when you complete your training

Unite, 35 King Street, Covent Garden, London WC2E 8JG

020 7420 8900 

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 21:  You are a student and applying for holiday work in construction

GMB National Office, 22/24 Worple Road, London, SW19 4DD 

tel 020 8947 3131

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 22: You are training to become a social worker

UNISON 
1 Mabledon Place 
London WC1H 9AJ 


Telephone: 0845 355 0845 

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

SCENARIO 23: You are a student and you are confident of getting season work as a postal worker. 

CWU, 150 The Broadway, Wimbledon, SW19 1RX 

Tel: 0208 9717 200

CONTACT METHOD: EMAIL 

LETTER

TELEPHONE 

No 17%





Yes 83%








( Unions receiving low scores on individual questions or overall are not disclosed as part of this study. 
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