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About the National Health Laboratory Service
The National Health Laboratory Service (NHLS) in South Africa is a 
national network of integrated pathology laboratories, that utilizes 
common laboratory management systems and transportation 
networks to facilitate specimen transport, the referral of tests to 
reference laboratories and the delivery of results.
Around 265 laboratories are included in the NHLS, employing 
some 5,500 people. Their activities comprise diagnostic laboratory 
services, research, teaching and training, and production of sera 
for anti-snake venom, reagents and media. All the laboratories 
provide laboratory diagnostic services to the national Department 
of Health, provincial hospitals, local authorities and medical 
practitioners. 
Research conducted by the NHLS covers a wide spectrum of 
activities in all pathology disciplines. Grants in support of 
research are made by the South African Medical Research 
Council, the Cancer Association of South Africa, the South 

The Challenge
The NHLS head office in Johannesburg, is the first point of contact 
for private pathology patients, pathology laboratories throughout 
South Africa, medical aid societies and hospitals. It also deals with 
internal IT, HR and finance inquiries. 
Two switchboard operators were responsible for manually routing 
all inbound calls to the various internal departments and to the 
employees dealing with the medical aid societies and hospitals, 
as well as for the visitor reception area. With thousands of calls 
per day, callers were becoming frustrated by continually receiving 
a busy signal or no answer at all when trying to reach the NHLS. 
As a result, service levels with the various medical aid societies, 
pathology laboratories and hospitals declined rapidly, private pa-
tients could not get through to settle outstanding accounts, and 
NHLS staff members at branch offices could not phone the HR, 
IT or finance departments to make payroll inquiries, address IT 
issues, etc.
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African Sugar Association, the Poliomyelitis Research Foundation, 
pharmaceutical companies, private donors and a number of 
overseas institutions, to name but a few. A large part of the 
research program is financed by the NHLS itself from the earnings 
brought in by its laboratory services. 

Debt collection from private patients was paper-based, and made 
searches for specific patient files extremely cumbersome. Invoices 
were sent and proofs of payment received on manual fax machi-
nes, the costs for paper, consumables and analog fax line rentals 
making this extremely expensive. Proofs of payment faxed to the 
NHLS were continually being misplaced or lost, so that the debt 
collection employees had to request private patients to resend 
their documents. Private patients without fax machines at their 
disposal then had to go to the nearest post office to refax them. 
This was not only of great inconvenience to the patients, but also 
reflected poorly on the efficiency of the NHLS employees.
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The Solution
In 2006, the NHLS put an Oracle database system into place for 
the centralized storage of customer data. This not only made loo-
king up patient data faster, but also eliminated the vast amounts 
of paper and forms that had to be filled out by hand and then 
stored for future reference. 
In the same year, the NHLS also implemented the mrs Multimedia 
Contact Center, Unified Messaging and IVR from cycos. Various 
ACD groups have been configured for the medical aid societies, 
hospitals and debt collection. In addition, IVR enables NHLS em-
ployees to contact the HR, IT and payroll departments direct-
ly, thus alleviating a large portion of the workload on the two 
switchboard operators, and allowing them more time to deal with 
callers who require additional assistance.
The cycos mrs-based Unified Messaging allows call center agents 
to send and receive fax messages at their desktop. Instead of prin-
ting an invoice and then having to leave their workplace to fax it 
to the patient manually, call center agents can now fax straight 
from their Oracle database application. This increases their own 
efficiency and reduces the amount of money spent on consumab-
les such as paper and toner, etc. The agents can now receive proofs 
of payment from the patients directly in their email client and en-
ter them in the Oracle database. With all patient data stored in a 
centralized database, any agent can now access patient data from 
their workplace, vastly improving the NHLS workflow processes.
Future plans include integrating CTI with the Oracle database to 
enable screen popups for inbound calls, automatic notification 
of patient account information via text message, an additional 
30 agents, and the rollout of Unified Messaging services to other 
NHLS employees.

The Benefit
n 	 Introduction of MMCC alleviates the workload for switch-	
	 board operators to a large extend
n 	 More time for individual caller resulting in increased 
	 customer satisfaction
n 	 Increased efficiency of call center agents through workflow 
	 optimization via Unified Messaging
n  	 Cost reduction on consumables like paper and toner
n 	 Optimized Total Cost of Ownership and high flexibility: 
	 cycos mrs scales in function and size to the customers needs 
	 whenever they decide to add more users and/or functiona-	
	 lities.
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