
TW
O2

Office of the 
Auditor General 
of Canada

Bureau du 
vérificateur général 
du Canada

Independent Auditor’s Report

REPORT 2        
Call Centres—Canada Revenue Agency

Reports of the Auditor General of Canada 
to the Parliament of Canada

Fall 2017





Office of the 
Auditor General 
of Canada

Bureau du 
vérificateur général 
du Canada

Independent Auditor’s Report

REPORT 2        
Call Centres—Canada Revenue Agency

Reports of the Auditor General of Canada 
to the Parliament of Canada

Fall 2017



Performance audit reports

This report presents the results of a performance audit conducted 
by the Office of the Auditor General of Canada under the authority 
of the Auditor General Act. 

A performance audit is an independent, objective, and systematic 
assessment of how well government is managing its activities, 
responsibilities, and resources. Audit topics are selected based on their 
significance. While the Office may comment on policy implementation 
in a performance audit, it does not comment on the merits of a policy.

Performance audits are planned, performed, and reported in accordance 
with professional auditing standards and Office policies. They are conducted 
by qualified auditors who

• establish audit objectives and criteria for the assessment of performance,

• gather the evidence necessary to assess performance against the criteria,

• report both positive and negative findings,

• conclude against the established audit objectives, and

• make recommendations for improvement when there are significant 
differences between criteria and assessed performance. 

Performance audits contribute to a public service that is ethical and effective 
and a government that is accountable to Parliament and Canadians.

The Report is available on our website at www.oag-bvg.gc.ca.

Ce document est également publié en français.

© Her Majesty the Queen in Right of Canada, as represented 
by the Auditor General of Canada, 2017.

Cat. No. FA1-23/2017-2-2E-PDF
ISBN 978-0-660-23598-1
ISSN 2561-3421 (Print)
ISSN 2561-343X (Online)



Table of Contents
Introduction 1

Background  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1

Focus of the audit  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1

Findings, Recommendations, and Responses 2

Access and timeliness  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2

Call centre agents answered only about one third of calls to the Canada Revenue Agency’s call centres . . . .  2

Accuracy  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  7

Call centre agents gave us inaccurate information almost 30 percent of the time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8

The Agency’s testing for accuracy was unreliable and underestimated how often agents 
provided wrong answers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  12

Reporting  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  14

The Agency overstated its call centres’ results in its public reporting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  14

Conclusion 17

About the Audit 18

List of Recommendations 21
iiiCall Centres—Canada Revenue Agency Report 2





Introduction

Background

Canada Revenue 
Agency—Call centres

2.1 The Canada Revenue Agency processes more than 30 million 
tax returns annually. It also administers and collects business payroll 
payments and goods and services taxes.

2.2 The Agency’s call centres are meant to give individuals and 
businesses timely, accurate information about their taxes, credits, and 
benefits. At the time of the audit, the Agency operated nine call centres 
across Canada.

2.3 The Agency’s online services and telephone call centres are the 
primary ways for the public to obtain tax information. The Agency’s call 
centres help callers with specific questions. They are also the main source 
of information for those who do not have Internet access, those who are 
uncomfortable using computers, and those who cannot find answers on 
the Agency’s website.

Focus of the audit

2.4 This audit focused on whether the Canada Revenue Agency’s 
call centres provided Canadian taxpayers with timely access to 
accurate information.

2.5 We examined calls received on the call centres’ lines for addressing 
questions from individuals, from businesses, and about benefits. To 
evaluate whether taxpayers had timely access to information through the 
call centres, we defined an answered call as either one that was answered by 
an agent or one that was answered by the Agency’s automated self-service 
system and lasted at least a minute. We also looked at whether callers 
reached an agent on the first attempt.

2.6 To evaluate whether agents gave callers accurate information, we 
examined whether the responses that agents gave reflected relevant tax 
legislation correctly. We did not examine the accuracy of information 
given by the automated self-service system. We also did not examine how 
easy it was to find information on the Agency’s website or the quality of 
that information.

2.7 This audit is important because call centres are a key source of 
information. If taxpayers cannot get timely access to accurate information, 
they may file incorrect returns, miss filing deadlines, pay too little or too 
much tax (and later be subject to reassessment), or miss out on benefits 
they are eligible to receive.
1Call Centres—Canada Revenue Agency Report 2



2

2.8 We did not examine the Agency’s information technology other than 
how the Agency uses it to control the number of callers who get access to 
agents. We examined the human resource capacity at call centres, but we 
did not look at the overall human resource strategy for call centres.

2.9 More details about the audit objective, scope, approach, and criteria 
are in About the Audit at the end of this report (see pages 18–20).

Findings, Recommendations, and Responses

Access and timeliness

Call centre agents answered only about one third of calls to the Canada Revenue 
Agency’s call centres

Overall message  2.10 Overall, we found that the Canada Revenue Agency gave taxpayers 
very limited access to its call centre services, including both the automated 
self-service system and call centre agents.

2.11 We found that the Agency blocked more than half of the calls it 
received (about 29 million out of 53.5 million) because it could not handle 
the volume. Blocked calls were those that did not reach either an agent or 
the automated self-service system. Instead, they were given either a busy 
signal or a message to go to the website or call back later. This means that 
each caller made an average of three or four call attempts per week. Even 
after several attempts, some callers did not always reach an agent or the 
automated self-service system.

2.12 This finding matters because taxpayers need timely access to 
accurate information to help them prepare their tax returns and to ensure 
that their benefits are correct. For callers who do not have Internet access, 
the call centres may be the only way for them to ask for information.

2.13 Our analysis supporting this finding presents what we examined 
and discusses the following topic:

• Unanswered calls

Context 2.14 Between March 2016 and March 2017, individuals and businesses 
made more than 53.5 million telephone calls to the Canada Revenue 
Agency about taxes or benefits.

2.15 During the period covered by the audit, the Agency’s Call Centres 
Services Directorate managed the nine call centres. The Directorate had a 
number of telephone lines, including those for addressing questions from 
Reports of the Auditor General of Canada to the Parliament of Canada—Fall 2017Report 2



individuals, from businesses, and about benefits. Depending on their 
questions, callers could respond to recorded voice prompts and select from 
a variety of options to hear general information, and in some cases, to get 
account-specific information.

2.16 The Agency had a traffic team in each of its nine call centres. The 
teams were tasked with ensuring that wait times to speak with an agent did 
not exceed two minutes. One of the ways the traffic team accomplished 
this was by blocking calls or directing them to the automated self-service 
system when the wait time approached two minutes. Blocked calls were 
any calls that did not reach either an agent or the automated self-service 
system. Callers who did not succeed in reaching an agent needed to redial 
the Agency if they still wished to speak with one.

2.17 The Agency’s Taxpayer Bill of Rights describes 16 taxpayer rights 
and the treatment to which taxpayers are entitled when they deal with the 
Agency. These include the right to complete, accurate, clear, and timely 
information.

Recommendation 2.18 Our recommendation in this area of examination appears 
at paragraph 2.32.

Analysis to support 
this finding

2.19 What we examined. We analyzed the demand for telephone services 
for addressing individual, business, and benefit questions. We examined 
callers’ access to the Agency’s call centres for both the automated 
self-service system and call centre agents. We defined “answered calls” 
as calls answered by an agent or calls answered by the automated 
self-service system that lasted at least a minute.

2.20 We considered how many calls were blocked by the Agency. We also 
reviewed the Agency’s practice compared with other countries.

2.21 Unanswered calls. We found that between March 2016 and 
March 2017, the Agency answered only 36 percent of the calls it 
received—32 percent were answered by an agent, and 4 percent went 
to the automated self-service system and lasted at least a minute 
(Exhibit 2.1). On average, callers made three or four call attempts per 
week. However, even after several attempts, callers did not always reach 
either an agent or the automated self-service system.

2.22 The remaining 64 percent of calls were unanswered calls: 54 percent 
were blocked (that is, received a busy signal or a message to go to the 
website or call back later), and 10 percent were directed to the automated 
self-service system, but the caller hung up in less than a minute.
3Call Centres—Canada Revenue Agency Report 2
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Exhibit 2.1 The Canada Revenue Agency’s call centres did not answer almost two thirds of calls between 
March 2016 and March 2017

Source: Based on the Canada Revenue Agency’s data for calls received on the call centres’ individual, business, and benefit lines between 
March 2016 and  March 2017. 

53.5 million calls received 
by Canada Revenue Agency

24.6 million calls reached 
an agent or automated 

self-service options

28.9 million 
calls blocked by the Agency 

17 million calls 
reached an agent

7.6 million calls went 
to automated 

self-service options 

2.3 million calls lasted 
one minute or more

32% of calls reached 
an agent.

46% of calls reached an agent or 
automated self-service options.

54% of all calls 
were blocked.

14% of calls went 
to automated 

self-service options.

4% of calls went to 
automated self-service 
options and lasted one 
minute or more.

10% of calls went to the 
automated self-service options 
and the caller hung up in less 
than a minute.

This represents 6.8 million phone numbers.

On average, each caller made 3 or 4 call 
attempts per week.

5.3 million calls lasted 
less than a minute

34.2 million 
calls unanswered

19.3 million 
calls answered

36% of all calls 
reached an agent or 
were answered by 
automated self-service 
options and lasted 
one minute or more.

64% of all calls were either 
blocked by the Agency or 
the caller reached the 
automated self-service 
options and hung up in 
less than a minute.
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2.23 Compared with similar tax administrations in other countries, the 
Agency blocked more calls (Exhibit 2.2). Blocked calls were any calls that 
did not reach either an agent or the automated self-service system.

2.24 The Agency’s call centre traffic teams monitored the time callers 
waited to speak with agents. When the average wait time approached 
two minutes, the traffic team either blocked calls (by giving them a busy 
signal or a message to go to the website or call back later) or directed them 
to the automated self-service system. The Agency blocked calls so that it 
could meet its service standard for agent wait times. Depending on the 
telephone line, the service standard stipulates that 75 to 80 percent of 
the time, callers should wait no more than two minutes to speak with 
an agent.

2.25 Because the Agency blocked calls, we found that on average, in 
the 2016–17 fiscal year, callers made three or four call attempts per week. 
Even so, their calls were not always answered.

2.26 We found that calls to the Agency’s call centres increased 
by 27 percent between the 2012–13 and 2016–17 fiscal years. The Agency 
experienced the highest call volume in the 2015–16 fiscal year, likely due 
to changes in tax legislation, such as the Canada child benefit.

Exhibit 2.2 The Canada Revenue Agency blocked more calls in the 
2015–16 fiscal year than similar tax administrations in other countries* 

* This chart uses 2015–16 data because 2016–17 data for other countries was unavailable 
at the time of this report.

Sources: Commissioner of Taxation Annual Report 2015–16, Australian Taxation Office; The Quality 
of Service for Personal Taxpayers, UK National Audit Office, 2016; IRS Improved Telephone Service 
But Needs to Better Assist Identity Theft Victims and Prevent Release of Fraudulent Refunds, 
US Government Accountability Office, 2017; and the Canada Revenue Agency’s reports for all 
calls received by the Agency in the five-year period ending 31 March 2017.
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2.27 Over the past five years, the Agency increased its average number of 
agents by 23 percent, from 2,022 in the 2012–13 fiscal year to 2,482 in 
the 2016–17 fiscal year. We found that despite these added resources, 
68 percent of calls did not reach an agent in the 2016–17 fiscal year 
(Exhibit 2.3).

2.28 The Agency told us that callers would prefer a busy signal or an 
automated message to waiting a long time to speak with an agent. 
However, the Agency had not surveyed callers to verify this assumption.

2.29 When responding to calls, both the agents and the automated 
self-service system offered information to callers on various self-service 
options available on the website, such as the My Account portal on 
the Agency’s website.

2.30 The Agency has studied caller profiles to better understand the 
reasons for calls and determine whether callers’ questions had changed 
over time. The Agency asked its agents to gather this information by 
inviting callers to participate in a survey. It also gathered information 
about the use of its website.

2.31 As part of the survey, agents asked callers whether they had 
tried to get information from the website before calling. Based on
2013–14 information, the Agency found that 13 to 40 percent of callers—
depending on the telephone line (individual, business, or benefit)—had 
first tried to get information from the Agency’s website. However, most of 
their questions could not be answered by visiting the website. The Agency 
told us that it is using this and other information to make continuous 
improvements to the website so that the information there will be easier 
to find and understand.

Exhibit 2.3 Only one third of calls reached an agent*

* Note: The number of agents includes both part-time and full-time agents.

Source: Based on the Canada Revenue Agency’s data for calls received on the call centres’ 
individual, business, and benefit lines during the five-year period ending 31 March 2017. 
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2.32 Recommendation. The Canada Revenue Agency should

• review how it manages its incoming calls to improve access by 
considering practices such as increasing their maximum wait times 
to speak with an agent; and

• consider giving callers information on call wait times to access an 
agent so they can decide if they prefer to wait, use self-service options 
such as the website, or call back later.

The Agency’s response. Agreed. The Canada Revenue Agency’s aging call 
centre technology does not allow it to automatically route incoming calls 
to the next available agent across its national network, nor is it capable 
of providing callers with the estimated wait time to be served by an agent. 
As a result, the Agency manages the number of callers who can access its 
phone queues at each site. By limiting the number of callers who join the 
queue, the Agency can maintain reasonable wait times for those in the 
queue. (The current service standard is two minutes or less, 80 percent 
of the time.) As a result, when call volumes are high, it often takes callers 
several tries to get into the queue to speak with an agent.

In summer 2017, the Canada Revenue Agency signed a commitment 
to transition its call centres to a new telephony platform as part of the 
Government of Canada’s Contact Centre Transformation Initiative. 
The migration is expected to begin in early 2018, with the bulk of the 
transition being completed by the end of 2018. This new technology will 
allow the Agency to inform callers of estimated wait times to speak with 
an agent. Being able to predict wait times will allow the Agency to adjust 
its current approach of managing incoming calls so as to allow more callers 
to access the agent queues.

In the interim, throughout the 2017–18 fiscal year, the Canada Revenue 
Agency will examine how it manages wait times in an effort to reduce the 
number of attempts that callers need to make to reach a call centre agent. 
In doing so, the Agency will consult with Canadians on acceptable wait 
times and update its service standards by the end of the 2017–18 fiscal year.

Additionally, the Agency will continue to enhance the self-service options 
available in its Interactive Voice Response system so as to offer callers more 
self-service options where possible instead of waiting to speak with an agent.

Accuracy

Overall message  2.33 When agents responded to our tax questions, they gave us wrong 
information almost 30 percent of the time. This meant that the actual 
rate of agent errors was significantly higher than the Canada Revenue 
Agency’s own test results. One reason for the high rate of incorrect 
responses could be gaps in training. Another could be that agents must 
use too many different applications to look for answers. We also found 
that the Agency’s National Quality and Accuracy Learning Program did 
not test the accuracy of agents’ responses effectively or independently.
7Call Centres—Canada Revenue Agency Report 2
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2.34 This finding matters because the Agency made a commitment 
under the Taxpayer Bill of Rights to give taxpayers accurate information. 
To do this, the Agency has to know what percentage of call centre agent 
responses are wrong, and use that information to improve both the 
training and information available to agents.

Context 2.35 A key component of call centre management is ensuring that 
telephone agents provide quality services. The Agency’s Call Centres 
Services Directorate defines a quality call as one that responds to the 
caller’s needs and that fulfills the Agency’s commitments under the 
Taxpayer Bill of Rights.

2.36 Each year, the federal budget contains changes to tax rules that 
Canadians must comply with. To provide accurate information to 
taxpayers, call centre agents must be familiar with the rules and keep 
up to date with changes.

2.37 The Agency has training programs for its call centre agents and gives 
them access to information they can use to answer callers’ questions.

2.38 The Agency’s call centre system is not able to record calls to assess 
the quality of agents’ responses. During the period covered by the audit, 
evaluators from the Agency’s National Quality and Accuracy Learning 
Program listened to at least six calls for each agent every quarter to assess 
how calls were handled. The evaluators looked at whether the responses 
were accurate. They also looked at some 20 other items, such as whether 
the agent followed policies and procedures, showed good communication 
and technical skills, and made reference to the Agency’s website.

Call centre agents gave us inaccurate information almost 30 percent of the time

What we found 2.39 Our test results found that agents gave wrong information to callers 
almost 30 percent of the time. We also found that other assessors had 
encountered similar error rates over the past five years.

2.40 Our analysis supporting this finding presents what we examined 
and discusses the following topic:

• Agent error rates

Why this finding matters 2.41 This finding matters because callers assume the information they 
get from call centre agents is accurate. This could lead to callers paying 
too much or too little tax and later being subject to reassessments or 
objections. It might also result in taxpayers not receiving benefits they 
are entitled to.
Reports of the Auditor General of Canada to the Parliament of Canada—Fall 2017Report 2



Recommendation 2.42 Our recommendation in this area of examination appears 
at paragraph 2.66.

Analysis to support 
this finding

2.43 What we examined. Between February and April 2017, we 
made 255 calls to Agency call centres to assess the accuracy of the 
information provided by agents. We used 17 questions, some of which 
were the same as those used by the Agency or other external studies to 
assess the accuracy of information provided by call centre agents. The 
questions we asked were general, so agents did not need to access a 
specific taxpayer account. We also reviewed accuracy studies conducted 
by third parties and by the Agency.

2.44 As well, we examined the Agency’s quality assurance system, which 
measures, monitors, and reports internally on the accuracy of information 
provided by call centre agents.

2.45 Agent error rates. Exhibit 2.4 shows the results of internal and 
external tests of agent accuracy. The Agency’s internal assessment found 
inaccurate responses between 6 and 20 percent of the time, while external 
tests showed inaccuracy rates of from 24 to 31 percent. Our tests found 
that responses were inaccurate almost 30 percent of the time overall.

Exhibit 2.4 Compared with the Canada Revenue Agency’s internal testing, external testing showed 
agents gave higher rates of inaccurate information

Source Telephone lines tested
Percentage of inaccurate 

responses

Canada Revenue Agency

• National Quality and Accuracy 
Learning Program 

All 2016: 6%

2015: 7%

2014: 7%

• Audit, Evaluation, and Risk Branch Business and individual 2016: 20%

Business 2013: 17%*

Canadian Federation of Independent Business Business 2017: 31%

2013: 24%

Office of the Auditor General of Canada Business, individual, 
and benefits

2017 overall: 29%

Business and GST: 31%

Individual: 36%

Canada child benefit: 21%

* The Agency’s Study of the Accuracy of Telephone Responses to Non-Account Specific Business Enquiries, dated May 2014, omitted one 
of the nine questions because it was considered a significant outlier. Including all nine questions in the report would have resulted in a 
25 percent inaccuracy rate. 
9Call Centres—Canada Revenue Agency Report 2
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2.46 Exhibits 2.5 to 2.7 show some of the questions we asked for which 
we received a high rate of incorrect responses. We considered a response to 
be correct if the agent provided an accurate response, or if the agent did 
not know the answer but referred us to a more senior agent.

2.47 We found that agents were always courteous, professional, 
and attentive to our questions.

2.48 Regarding Exhibit 2.5, the Agency’s policy was to stop collection 
action when a taxpayer formally disputed the amount assessed. The 
agents’ incorrect responses may have affected callers’ decisions to object to 
the Agency’s tax assessment or may have affected when the caller paid a 
disputed amount. Late payments would be subject to interest, and early 
payments could restrict the taxpayer’s cash flow.

Exhibit 2.5 Calls to the Canada Revenue Agency’s lines for individuals showed high error rates in 
call centre agents’ responses to sample questions

Sample question Correct response* Some of the responses received

“When will the interest begin to 
be charged on my 2015 initial 
assessment?”

2 May 2016.

or

Refer to a more senior agent. 

• 30 days after it is due

• 31 March 2015

• 1 May 2015

• 30 April 2016

• 31 April 2016

• 3 May 2016

• 31 May 2016

Incorrect response rate: 84%

“My 2015 tax return was reassessed, 
and I owe an amount. When should 
I expect collection action to begin, 
if I’m objecting to the reassessment?”

Collection action is postponed upon 
filing an objection until 90 days after 
the Canada Revenue Agency’s 
appeal decision is mailed.

or

Refer to a more senior agent.

• Depends on the amount you owe

• Could take a couple of weeks

• 2 months

• 3 to 6 months

• Normally, collection action will 
continue when you file an 
objection

Incorrect response rate: 52%

* The information represents information available on the Canada Revenue Agency’s website during the period covered by the audit and 
is intended to provide context for the responses received to the Office of the Auditor General of Canada’s questions. This information 
should not be used for tax purposes or considered as financial advice.
Reports of the Auditor General of Canada to the Parliament of Canada—Fall 2017Report 2



2.49 Regarding Exhibit 2.6, many agents advised us to keep the purchase 
documents of a rental property for less time than required. If a taxpayer 
did not keep proof of the purchase of a rental property, the taxpayer might 
not easily be able to prove the property’s original cost at the time of a 
future sale to calculate a capital gain or loss. The taxpayer might incur 
costs in the future to get proof of the original cost of the property.

2.50 Regarding Exhibit 2.7, accurate information is important to ensure 
that both parents receive their fair share of the Canada child benefit. If 
changes in marital status are not updated on a timely basis, one parent 
may receive too much and the other too little.

Exhibit 2.6 Calls to the Canada Revenue Agency’s lines for businesses showed high error rates in call 
agents’ responses to sample questions

Sample question Correct response* Some of the responses received

“I’ve read someplace that I have to 
keep my receipts and stuff on my 
rental property … so how long 
do I have to keep the purchase 
papers for?” 

(Note: This is the same question 
the Agency used in its own testing.)

Indefinitely.

or

Refer to a more senior agent.

• 6 years

• There is nothing specific for rental 
property 

• It depends

(Note: Referred us to the website 
for answers)

Incorrect response rate: 66%

* The information represents information available on the Canada Revenue Agency’s website during the period covered by the audit and 
is intended to provide context for the responses received to the Office of the Auditor General of Canada’s questions. This information 
should not be used for tax purposes or considered as financial advice.

Exhibit 2.7 Calls to the Canada Revenue Agency’s lines for benefits showed high error rates in call centre 
agents’ answers to sample questions

Sample question Correct response* Some of the responses received

“When do I need to inform the 
Canada Revenue Agency of the 
change in my marital status for the 
Canada child benefit?”

Before the end of the month 
following the month your status 
changed. The status change occurs 
after being separated or living apart 
for a period at least 90 days due to a 
breakdown in the relationship.

or

Refer to a more senior agent.

• After 90 days if you were married; 
if common-law, at the end of the 
tax year

• The change needs to be made 
immediately 

• After 90 days

Incorrect response rate: 61%

* The information represents information available on the Canada Revenue Agency’s website during the period covered by the audit and 
is intended to provide context for the responses received to the Office of the Auditor General of Canada’s questions. This information 
should not be used for tax purposes or considered as financial advice.
11Call Centres—Canada Revenue Agency Report 2
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The Agency’s testing for accuracy was unreliable and underestimated how often agents 
provided wrong answers

What we found 2.51 We found that the Agency’s National Quality and Accuracy 
Learning Program did not test the accuracy of agents’ responses effectively 
or independently. Therefore, the results of its tests were unreliable. For 
example, in most cases, agents knew that their calls were being monitored, 
which may have encouraged them to change their behaviours to improve 
their performances. Our testing confirmed that the actual rate of agent 
errors was significantly higher than what the Agency found.

2.52 The Agency has a training program for new agents. However, we 
found that agent training records were not centralized to identify agents’ 
training needs. We also found that agents had to use too many tools to 
locate accurate information, which slowed them down.

2.53 Our analysis supporting this finding presents what we examined 
and discusses the following topics:

• Accuracy assurance

• Training

• Information tools

Why this finding matters 2.54 This finding matters because without independent ways to assess 
the accuracy of agents’ responses, the Agency cannot know if it is 
providing correct information to callers. Also, if agents do not receive the 
training they need to answer questions, or if they have difficulty finding 
answers to the questions they are asked, it is more likely that they will 
give inaccurate responses.

Recommendation 2.55 Our recommendation in this area of examination appears at 
paragraph 2.66.

Analysis to support 
this finding

2.56 Accuracy assurance. We found that the Agency’s National Quality 
and Accuracy Learning Program did not test the accuracy of agents’ 
responses effectively or independently. One method it used was to have a 
“certified listener” sitting beside an agent to listen to both sides of the call. 
The certified listener assessed the overall quality of the call, including the 
agent’s technical skills, ability to follow policies and procedures, and 
accuracy. With this method, agents would know that their calls were being 
monitored, which may have encouraged them to change their behaviour to 
improve their evaluation.
Reports of the Auditor General of Canada to the Parliament of Canada—Fall 2017Report 2



2.57 Another method the Agency used to test agents’ accuracy was to have 
agents make anonymous calls to other agents and ask non-account-specific 
questions. Agents told us that in these cases, they often recognized the 
caller’s voice, since it was the voice of one of their colleagues. In many 
cases, their telephone system also identified that the call was coming 
from a testing line.

2.58 The Agency also used remote listening assessments where agents 
were unaware that their calls were being monitored. Agents had to 
volunteer to be evaluated using this type of testing and could withdraw 
at any time. However, due to technology constraints, the ability to listen 
remotely to calls existed in only three of the nine call centres. We found 
that, as a result, an average of just 11 percent of agents were tested this way.

2.59 The Agency’s methods of testing underestimated the error rate. 
Exhibit 2.4 shows that the error rates estimated by the Agency’s National 
Quality and Accuracy Learning Program were consistently lower than 
those estimated by other testers.

2.60 Training. The Agency provided training to new call centre agents 
working on the telephone lines for individuals and businesses. This 
training was based on the 10 topics that were the subject of most calls. 
During the training, agents answered questions and learned about the 
research tools available to them. Coaching was provided as part of the 
National Quality and Accuracy Learning Program. Agents were told that 
if they could not respond to a call, they were to transfer the call to an 
appropriate line.

2.61 We found that the Agency knew the individual training needs of its 
call centre agents. However, agent training records were not centralized, 
which made it difficult for headquarters to follow up on whether the 
training had been provided.

2.62 Furthermore, according to a 2016–17 study conducted by the 
Agency, agents referred almost 8 percent of the calls they received 
to another agent at the same level or higher. In 89 percent of these cases, 
agents did this because they had not been trained to answer the call.

2.63 The Agency’s National Quality and Accuracy Learning Program 
found an inaccuracy rate of between 6 and 7 percent (Exhibit 2.4). 
However, our testing resulted in an inaccuracy rate of almost 30 percent. 
The Agency recommended only 3 percent of all agents for further training. 
Agents may need additional training or coaching on providing accurate 
information.

2.64 We also found that the Agency was inconsistent in assessing agents’ 
training results. Agents were tested after the initial training, but not 
always after subsequent training.
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2.65 Information tools. Agents told us it was a challenge to find 
information in the Agency’s systems when responding to questions. 
Agents used about 29 different applications for the lines for individuals 
and about 25 for the lines for businesses, making it difficult to find the 
right information quickly. Depending on the nature of the question, the 
agent may have only been required to access a few applications or tools.

2.66 Recommendation. The Canada Revenue Agency should ensure that 
its quality assurance practices generate more effective results in order to 
improve accuracy, identify opportunities for continuous improvement, 
and identify and monitor training needs.

The Agency’s response. Agreed. The Canada Revenue Agency is 
committed to ensuring that its quality assurance practices are effective 
and result in improved accuracy, and has developed a three-pronged 
improvement plan.

First, in the fourth quarter of the 2017–18 fiscal year, the Agency will 
launch a new approach to training and evaluating agents to better assess 
agent readiness across the national network.

Second, technology will be improved. The current call centre technology 
is outdated and does not offer industry-leading quality assurance 
features. The new telephony platform will offer the Agency modern 
call monitoring tools. These features will be implemented in call centres 
in the 2018–19 fiscal year, and will strengthen quality and accuracy 
assessments. Until the new technology is in place, the Agency will 
continue to examine quality issues that are raised to correct them 
through the training programs.

Finally, as part of this migration, the Agency will establish a new national 
quality monitoring team in spring 2018 to supplement existing local quality 
practices. This will ensure consistency across the national network, 
leverage quality improvement features available with the new technology, 
facilitate continuous improvement, and identify training needs, all of which 
will benefit Canadians when they interact with the Agency.

Reporting

The Agency overstated its call centres’ results in its public reporting

Overall message  2.67 Overall, we found that the Canada Revenue Agency’s public 
reporting overstated its call centres’ results. The reporting did not account 
for the Agency’s blocking of about 29 million calls, more than half its total 
call volume. These are the calls that received a busy signal or a message to 
go to the website or call back later.
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2.68 According to the Agency, about 90 percent of callers are connected to 
either the automated self-service system or a call centre agent. By blocking 
and redirecting calls, the Agency was able to report that it had met its 
targets for all telephone lines. However, when blocked calls are factored in, 
the Agency’s overall success rate was 36 percent.

2.69 This finding matters because the Agency needs performance 
measures that reflect callers’ experiences in order to improve its services. 
Its current reporting methods did not lead to improvement, nor did they 
accurately inform the public of the Agency’s actual level of service.

2.70 Our analysis supporting this finding presents what we examined 
and discusses the following topic:

• Reporting on call centre services

Context 2.71 Under its Taxpayer Bill of Rights, the Agency has committed to 
providing complete, accurate, clear, and timely information to taxpayers.

2.72 Under the Canada Revenue Agency Act, the Agency must report 
on how its performance compared with its objectives. One measure of the 
Agency’s performance is how successful its call centres were in providing 
callers with accurate and timely information.

Recommendation 2.73 Our recommendation in this area of examination appears at 
paragraph 2.83.

Analysis to support 
this finding

2.74 What we examined. We examined the Agency’s methods to assess 
its performance and to report on caller access to its call centre services. 
We also analyzed how long callers stayed connected to the automated 
self-service system, and how many callers hung up on the automated 
system and called again to reach an agent.

2.75 Reporting on call centre services. We found that when it measured 
caller access, the Agency disregarded how many calls a person needed 
to make before they got through to the Agency’s call centre services. 
For example, the Agency considered that a caller had 100 percent access 
to call centre services even if the caller had to try four times, experiencing 
three blocked calls before getting through.

2.76 Other countries, such as the United Kingdom, Australia, and 
New Zealand, reported performance measures that either reported or 
accounted for all calls, including blocked calls. By contrast, the Agency did 
not report on or account for blocked calls.
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2.77 While the Agency tracked the total number of calls it received, 
answered, or blocked, we found that it did not report publicly on the 
blocked calls. It only reported the percentage of callers who were able to 
access either an agent or the automated self-service system, regardless of 
the number of attempts the caller had to make before getting through.

2.78 The Agency’s weekly target is to connect 80 to 85 percent of callers 
to its services (that is, to agents or the automated self-service system). 
We found that this measure disregarded how many calls the Agency 
blocked. In its 2016–17 Departmental Results Report, the Agency 
reported a success rate of between 87 and 90 percent. If the Agency had 
reported on access to its call centre services from a taxpayer’s perspective, 
it would have defined an answered call as one that was not blocked and 
was answered by an agent or connected to automated self-service options 
for at least one minute. Using this approach, the Agency would have 
reported a 36 percent success rate (Exhibit 2.1).

2.79 Furthermore, in its reporting, the Agency considered all calls to the 
automated self-service system to be “connected,” regardless of how long 
the calls lasted. Since December 2016, for calls to the lines for individuals, 
the Agency has tracked the length of calls that were redirected to the 
automated self-service system, where there was no option to speak 
with an agent. The Agency’s internal analysis found that, on average, 
in 75 percent of calls that were directed to the automated self-service 
system, the caller hung up before even listening to the main menu.

2.80 We found that for 20 percent of calls that were directed to the 
automated self-service system, the caller hung up within 20 seconds. 
Furthermore, our analysis showed that 69 percent of callers who reached 
the system called back repeatedly until they reached an agent. This shows 
that even though a call may have connected with the system and been 
reported as a connected call, it often did not result in the caller 
receiving answers.

2.81 From the 2012–13 to 2016–17 fiscal years, the Agency’s service 
standard was to have its agents answer calls within two minutes between 
75 and 80 percent of the time. We found that this applied only to calls 
that were routed to agents, not to blocked calls or calls redirected to the 
automated self-service system (with no option to speak with an agent). 
The Agency achieved its service standard by blocking or redirecting calls to 
the automated self-service system with no option to speak with an agent.

2.82 The service standard may have given callers the impression 
that they had a choice to speak with an agent, when in fact, more 
than 60 percent of calls were blocked or automatically forwarded to the 
automated self-service system, which did not give the caller an option 
to speak with an agent.
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2.83 Recommendation. The Canada Revenue Agency should assess and 
improve its performance indicators and its reporting on the accessibility, 
accuracy, and timeliness of its call centre services.

The Agency’s response. Agreed. The Canada Revenue Agency has 
expanded the information provided in its annual Departmental Results 
Report, beginning with the report for the 2016–17 fiscal year, to provide 
Canadians with more information about the performance of its call 
centres. This document is public and available to all Canadians.

The current call centre technology does not allow for sophisticated, 
comprehensive, or standardized reporting across the Agency’s national call 
centre network. The migration to a new telephony platform will offer the 
Agency enhanced measurement and reporting tools, which will contribute 
to improved and consistent reporting and performance measures.

The migration will also provide an opportunity for the Agency to review 
the performance indicators it uses to measure its call centre services. 
The Agency will complete its review and update its performance indicators 
by the end of the 2017–18 fiscal year.

Conclusion
2.84 We concluded that the Canada Revenue Agency’s call centres did 
not provide taxpayers with timely access to call centre agents. Based on 
our test results, agents gave taxpayers information that was not accurate 
almost 30 percent of the time. While the Agency reported that it met its 
targets for both access and timeliness, its performance measures were 
incomplete and its call centres’ results were overstated.
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About the Audit

This independent assurance report was prepared by the Office of the Auditor General of Canada on 
the Canada Revenue Agency’s call centres. Our responsibility was to provide objective information, 
advice, and assurance to assist Parliament in its scrutiny of the government’s management of 
resources and programs, and to conclude on whether the call centres complied in all significant 
respects with the applicable criteria.

All work in this audit was performed to a reasonable level of assurance in accordance with the 
Canadian Standard for Assurance Engagements (CSAE) 3001—Direct Engagements set out by 
the Chartered Professional Accountants of Canada (CPA Canada) in the CPA Canada Handbook—
Assurance.

The Office applies Canadian Standard on Quality Control 1 and, accordingly, maintains a 
comprehensive system of quality control, including documented policies and procedures regarding 
compliance with ethical requirements, professional standards, and applicable legal and regulatory 
requirements.

In conducting the audit work, we have complied with the independence and other ethical requirements 
of the Rules of Professional Conduct of Chartered Professional Accountants of Ontario and the Code of 
Values, Ethics and Professional Conduct of the Office of the Auditor General of Canada. Both the Rules 
of Professional Conduct and the Code are founded on fundamental principles of integrity, objectivity, 
professional competence and due care, confidentiality, and professional behaviour.

In accordance with our regular audit process, we obtained the following from management:

• confirmation of management’s responsibility for the subject under audit;

• acknowledgement of the suitability of the criteria used in the audit;

• confirmation that all known information that has been requested, or that could affect 
the findings or audit conclusion, has been provided; and

• confirmation that the audit report is factually accurate.

Audit objective

The objective of this audit was to determine whether the Canada Revenue Agency’s call centres 
provided taxpayers with access to accurate and timely information.

Scope and approach

The Canada Revenue Agency operates a number of telephone lines in both English and French. 
Our audit focused on the lines in both languages for addressing questions from individuals, from 
businesses (including GST-related questions), and about benefits, as these lines experience the 
greatest call volumes. We did not examine lines for collections or any temporary lines (such as those 
for questions related to the Phoenix pay system).
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In examining the accuracy of agent-provided information, we conducted our own testing, reviewed 
the results of third-party and Agency-performed studies and tests, and reviewed the Agency’s quality 
assurance program for call centres and its results.

We examined the legislation, policies, training, and procedures in place to manage the program. 
We interviewed officials at the Agency’s headquarters as well as several officials at various call centres 
across Canada. The interviews included meetings with management, agents, certified listeners, 
trainers, traffic control staff, union representatives, and others involved in managing or coordinating 
the call centres.

We analyzed data extracted from the information systems of the Agency’s service provider to identify 
and compare information related to the call centres. Our data included all calls for the lines included 
in the audit from 20 March 2016 to 31 March 2017. In addition, we analyzed summary data reports 
provided by the Agency for all lines over the five fiscal years from 2012–13 to 2016–17.

In our testing for accuracy and accessibility, we called the individual, business, and benefit lines 
with general questions in both English and French. The scope of our testing included only 
non-account-specific general questions. Our approach was to make three attempts to reach an agent 
within 30 minutes, with a minimum of 4 minutes between each attempt. If we had not connected 
with an agent after the third attempt, we considered the call incomplete. Our goal was to connect to 
an agent 255 times between February and April 2017. The results of our testing are detailed in 
exhibits 2.5, 2.6, and 2.7 of this report.

We reviewed the Agency’s performance indicators and reported performance against its mandate 
and service standards. We also looked to similar organizations in other jurisdictions to identify best 
practices and benchmarks.

Criteria

Criteria Sources

To determine whether the Canada Revenue Agency’s call centres provided taxpayers with access to accurate 
and timely information, we used the following criteria:

The Canada Revenue Agency’s call centres provide 
taxpayers with access to timely and accurate 
information.

• Income Tax Act

• Taxpayer Bill of Rights, Canada Revenue Agency

• Canada Revenue Agency Act

The Agency’s call centres have service standards in line 
with its objective to provide access to accurate and 
timely information.

The Agency accurately monitors, measures, and reports 
on call centre performance.

• Canada Revenue Agency Act

• Taxpayer Bill of Rights, Canada Revenue Agency
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Period covered by the audit

The audit covered the period between 1 April 2012 and 31 March 2017. This is the period to which 
the audit conclusion applies.

Date of the report

We obtained sufficient and appropriate audit evidence on which to base our conclusion 
on 22 September 2017, in Ottawa, Ontario.

Audit team

Principal: Martin Dompierre
Director: Tammy Meagher

Lucie Després
Manav Kapoor
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List of Recommendations

The following table lists the recommendations and responses found in this report. The paragraph 
number preceding the recommendation indicates the location of the recommendation in the report, 
and the numbers in parentheses indicate the location of the related discussion.    

Recommendation Response

Access and timeliness

2.32  The Canada Revenue Agency 
should

• review how it manages its incoming 
calls to improve access by considering 
practices such as increasing their 
maximum wait times to speak with 
an agent; and

• consider giving callers information on 
call wait times to access an agent so 
they can decide if they prefer to wait, 
use self-service options such as the 
website, or call back later.
(2.19–2.31)

The Agency’s response. Agreed. The Canada Revenue Agency’s 
aging call centre technology does not allow it to automatically route 
incoming calls to the next available agent across its national network, 
nor is it capable of providing callers with the estimated wait time to 
be served by an agent. As a result, the Agency manages the number 
of callers who can access its phone queues at each site. By limiting the 
number of callers who join the queue, the Agency can maintain 
reasonable wait times for those in the queue. (The current service 
standard is two minutes or less, 80 percent of the time.) As a result, 
when call volumes are high, it often takes callers several tries to get 
into the queue to speak with an agent.

In summer 2017, the Canada Revenue Agency signed a commitment 
to transition its call centres to a new telephony platform as part of 
the Government of Canada’s Contact Centre Transformation Initiative. 
The migration is expected to begin in early 2018, with the bulk of the 
transition being completed by the end of 2018. This new technology 
will allow the Agency to inform callers of estimated wait times to 
speak with an agent. Being able to predict wait times will allow the 
Agency to adjust its current approach of managing incoming calls so 
as to allow more callers to access the agent queues.

In the interim, throughout the 2017–18 fiscal year, the Canada 
Revenue Agency will examine how it manages wait times in an effort 
to reduce the number of attempts that callers need to make to reach a 
call centre agent. In doing so, the Agency will consult with Canadians 
on acceptable wait times and update its service standards by the end 
of the 2017–18 fiscal year.

Additionally, the Agency will continue to enhance the self-service 
options available in its Interactive Voice Response system so as to 
offer callers more self-service options where possible instead of 
waiting to speak with an agent.
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Accuracy

2.66 The Canada Revenue Agency 
should ensure that its quality assurance 
practices generate more effective results 
in order to improve accuracy, identify 
opportunities for continuous 
improvement, and identify and monitor 
training needs. (2.39–2.65)

The Agency’s response. Agreed. The Canada Revenue Agency 
is committed to ensuring that its quality assurance practices are 
effective and result in improved accuracy, and has developed a 
three-pronged improvement plan.

First, in the fourth quarter of the 2017–18 fiscal year, the Agency will 
launch a new approach to training and evaluating agents to better 
assess agent readiness across the national network.

Second, technology will be improved. The current call centre 
technology is outdated and does not offer industry-leading quality 
assurance features. The new telephony platform will offer the Agency 
modern call monitoring tools. These features will be implemented in 
call centres in the 2018–19 fiscal year, and will strengthen quality and 
accuracy assessments. Until the new technology is in place, the 
Agency will continue to examine quality issues that are raised to 
correct them through the training programs.

Finally, as part of this migration, the Agency will establish a new 
national quality monitoring team in spring 2018 to supplement 
existing local quality practices. This will ensure consistency across 
the national network, leverage quality improvement features available 
with the new technology, facilitate continuous improvement, and 
identify training needs, all of which will benefit Canadians when they 
interact with the Agency.

Reporting

2.83 The Canada Revenue Agency 
should assess and improve its performance 
indicators and its reporting on the 
accessibility, accuracy, and timeliness of 
its call centre services. (2.74–2.82)

The Agency’s response. Agreed. The Canada Revenue Agency has 
expanded the information provided in its annual Departmental 
Results Report, beginning with the report for the 2016–17 fiscal year, 
to provide Canadians with more information about the performance 
of its call centres. This document is public and available to 
all Canadians.

The current call centre technology does not allow for sophisticated, 
comprehensive, or standardized reporting across the Agency’s 
national call centre network. The migration to a new telephony 
platform will offer the Agency enhanced measurement and reporting 
tools, which will contribute to improved and consistent reporting and 
performance measures.

The migration will also provide an opportunity for the Agency to 
review the performance indicators it uses to measure its call centre 
services. The Agency will complete its review and update its 
performance indicators by the end of the 2017–18 fiscal year.

Recommendation Response
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