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In upstate New York, a consortium of 150 towns and 
villages share email, content management and other 
IT services. Coming next will be an electronic records 
management system and a code enforcement and 
tracking service. There’s even talk of having a chief 
security offi  cer-as-a-service for towns that need extra 
cybersecurity support. The shared IT services model is 
important because some of the towns are so small, they rely 
completely on part-time staff . And few have the resources 
to purchase their own, off -the-shelf IT applications.

The consortium has been in operation since 1998. “We 
had a private community cloud shared service before 
there was such a term,” joked Jeanne Brown, project 
director for the consortium known as Digital Towpath, 
named in honor of the Erie Canal, a landmark infrastruc-
ture project, which spurred a vast economic transfor-
mation when it was constructed nearly 200 years ago. 
Today, Digital Towpath (DTP) is a form of 21st century 
infrastructure and an eff ective way for local government 
to keep up with technology using shared services and 
help the towns and villages of the state stay vibrant.

But consortiums like Digital Towpath, where a group of 
local governments share commonly used IT services and 
skills to keep costs down while keeping up with changing 
technology, are the exception, not the norm. At the federal 
level, shared IT services is a key strategy among many 
agencies. States have also made shared services a top 
priority, ranking it as their fi rst or second top IT priority, 
according to the Center for Digital Government (CDG). 
But when it comes to cities and counties, the strategy 
ranks low or not at all in annual surveys from the CDG.

“While there are some innovative examples of shared 
services happening in some of the more progressive cities 
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The Digital Communities Special Report, which appears twice a year in Government Technology magazine, offers in-depth coverage 
for local government leaders and technology professionals. It is part of the Digital Communities program, a network of public- and 
private-sector IT professionals working to improve local governments’ delivery of public service through the use of technology. The 
program — a partnership between Government Technology and e.Republic’s Center for Digital Government — consists of task forces 
that meet online and in person to exchange information on important issues facing local government leaders and technologists. 

About This Report

The technology that drives 311 has 
become more sophisticated than ever.  

Can it help government 
deliver an Amazon-
like experience?
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By Tod Newcombe

B
oston, a city of nearly 
650,000, launched in 2009 
what is probably the fi rst 
mobile app for 311 services. 
BOS:311, formerly called 

Citizens Connect, allows anyone to 
request a variety of services using their 
smartphone and an Internet connection. 
The app even allows them to take photos 
of a pothole, geotag its location, and 
forward to the city so workers can quickly 
fi nd and fi x the problem. Today, the data 
collected from 311, whether from the app 
or from regular phone calls, helps the city 
not only decide how it should improve 
services, but it also can fi gure out who 
needs those services more, and if they 
aren’t getting the right services, why not.

Somerville, Mass., just up the Mystic 
River from Boston and with barely one-
tenth the population, also has a mobile 
app for 311. Like its big neighbor, Somer-
ville’s customer relationship management 
(CRM) system resides in the cloud. It has 
an analytics team that combs through 
the vast amount of data captured by the 
system and uses the results to improve 
performance and services, and to help 
forecast trending needs as well as costs.

Two local governments, one large, one 
small, epitomize the new era in 311. The 
days when cities off ered a three-digit 
hotline service have been eclipsed by 
what might be called the Amazon era, 
where customer service is paramount, 
citizens are customers as much as they 
are taxpaying constituents. The tech-
nology that makes it all happen is in the 
cloud, off ering multiple channels for 
engagement, while capturing high-value 
data that can help local governments 
better allocate scarce resources. And 
the divergent sizes of Somerville and 
Boston showcase how 311 is becoming a 
universal service for all local jurisdictions.

“There’s been a shift away from 
311 being a glorifi ed switchboard that 
handles basic questions to where it 

can handle multiple channels, moving 
requests forward automatically, even 
closing out the process and informing 
the customer that the job is done,” said 
Craig Cornelius, senior vice president at 
Eventus, a consulting fi rm that special-
izes in customer engagement. “311 is now 
about work order management, fi eld 
services and customer satisfaction.”

But turning 311 from a hotline into 
a platform for citizen engagement and 
customer service similar to what’s 
off ered by the commercial sector is not 
so simple. Local government still largely 
operates through agencies that work 
in silos, making it diffi  cult to merge 
the latest in call center and customer 
service technology with government 
that is still shackled by legacy work and 
management traditions. Government 
still must serve all customers, and it 
cannot require its customers to submit 
requests online and not use the phone. 
Finally, 311 doesn’t generate revenue; it’s 
a service paid for by taxpayers, which 
means costs are an ongoing concern.

While it’s no longer a question of 
whether local governments can off er 
advanced customer service through CRM, 
there is a raft of challenges that leave some 
wondering just how well it can be done.

The Kansas City 
Experience

There are a number of cities that get 
311 right, but to get a real sense of where 
things are headed, take a look at Kansas 
City, Mo. The city has a 311 call center 
that has been operating since 2007 and 
handles about 10,000 calls per week. 
But it also allows residents to request 
services via the Web, a mobile app and 
with social media, such as Twitter. The 
city customers who use 311 can track 
the progress of their request on a map 
(say, a broken streetlight) or they can 
go online and look up the status of the 
number assigned to their service request.

But what makes Kansas City so unique 
is the data. With nearly 400,000 calls, 
complaints and service requests annu-
ally, the city can track a wide range of 
work and performance factors that can 
aff ect everything from workfl ow to 
budgeting and even resource allocation, 
according to Jean Ann Lawson, assistant 
to the city manager . Having used 311 for 
nearly a decade has given the city time 
to make changes to how it collects data 
and what it does with the information.

“Initially, it was about the input and 
not so much the outcome,” she said. 
But as the city’s use of 311 grew to cover 
engagement as well as services, the 
importance of the data increased, not 
just for city managers and departments, 
but for the public as well. Everyone 
who makes a service request is asked 
to complete a short survey. While the 
data from 311 might tell a city agency 
one thing about how quickly it handles 
a service request, public perception 
might be diff erent. The surveys are 
repeated to see if issues are changing 
and customer service is improving.

“By pairing 311 data with annual 
citizen surveys, we can do a much 
better job at targeting resources,” said 
Lawson. “The data lets us know what 
residents want and where they want it.”

The city also pays close attention 
to what citizens think of 311 service 
overall. In 2010, 49 percent of survey 
respondents said they were satisfi ed 
with the service; last year 61 percent of 
respondents said it was doing a good 
job. In all, the city tracks more than 500 
diff erent types of data points that have 
to do with 311 and posts all the results 
in charts on its open data portal.

Lawson attributes the obsession with 
data to Troy Schulte, the city manager. 
“There used to be a lack of accountability, 
whether departments performed well 
[with 311] or not, and most of the time 
they did not perform or participate 
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Over the last few years, the use of CRM has been ramping up in local government. 
The Digital Cities Survey revealed that as of last year, more than 90 percent of cit-
ies are either using or working to deploy the technology. And while it’s not quite as 
pervasive in counties, nearly 70 percent are doing the same, according to the 2016 
Digital Counties Survey. Since the information has been tracked for cities, more than 
half have implemented CRM, while the numbers have been inching up for counties. 
As cloud computing makes the technology more easily attainable and citizens look 
for their governments to take a customer-driven approach to services, these numbers 
are expected to continue to rise.
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because there was no incentive for them,” 
she said. “But the current city manager 
is a leader when it comes to data-driven 
city government. He wanted the data, 
so he started meeting with departments 
and looked at their performance 
on the service requests. Since then, 
things have progressed as more 
departments rely on 311 data to measure 
performance and service satisfaction.”

Upgrading 311 
Capabilities

Kansas City replaced its CRM in 2015, 
but has decided to upgrade again and 
plans to have a new system from Tyler 
Technologies in place by the end of the 
year. It follows a pattern among other 
cities that have launched 311, only to end 
up modernizing the back-end tech-
nology as features continue to evolve and 
customer expectations grow. Depending 
on the size and sophistication of the 
service, a 311 operation might have not 
just CRM, but also auto call distribution, 
interactive voice response, computer-
telephony integration and some kind of 
knowledge-management capability. 

One of the chief reasons why local 
governments are upgrading their 
existing 311 capabilities is the changing 
way constituents interact with govern-
ment. Thanks to how commercial online 
services have broadened the channels for 
customer interaction, governments fi nd 
themselves playing catch-up with the 
newest modes of engagement, according 
to Cornelius.

“People expect to have a number of 
diff erent interaction channels available to 
them all the time. It’s multichannel, with 
people expecting to text, chat, interact 
on the Web, as well as make phone calls,” 
he said.

To provide that kind of capability 
means cities have to update and upgrade 
their software. Already, 311 has gone 
through one evolution from simply being 
a switchboard-type operation, providing 
information and taking down requests 
that were passed on, by paper or email, 
to specifi c departments. Now, most 311 S
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services are digitally capturing service 
requests and automatically routing 
them to the appropriate department, 
providing the caller with a tracking 
number, so that as the request moves 
forward and becomes a work order, they 
can check on its progress and eventu-
ally receive a notifi cation when the job 
is done. As in Kansas City, constituents 
are then asked for feedback on how 
the service request was handled.

“The more progressive governments 
are pursuing multichannels, work order 
management, fi eld service and analytics 
because it makes for more eff ective 
services overall,” said Cornelius.

By having multiple touch points, 
involving customers and workers, cities 
can collect an unprecedented amount 
of data on problems, services, expecta-
tions, engagement and their related 
costs, all in great detail. Using CRM, 
cities can begin to monitor, measure 
and analyze services at the enterprise 
or city level, or at the departmental 
level. For the fi rst time, many city 
managers can know for certain whether 
they are hitting service-level targets.

“You can measure for internal perfor-
mance as well as provide the public with 
feedback on what the city has done in 
terms of performance improvements,” said 
Cornelius. “If CRM is implemented and 
used in the right way across the enter-
prise, it has the ability to become a critical 
management tool in local government.”

Cloud 311 
Popularity Grows

Sacramento, Calif., began 311 more 
than a decade ago, and like other 
cities has decided to move on to next-
generation technology. Less than a year 
ago, it upgraded its legacy CRM to a 
cloud-based solution from Oracle.

“When we put out the RFP, there 
was only one vendor that off ered an 
on-premise solution,” said Chris Hobson, 
the city’s 311 manager. “Market forces are 
pushing all of CRM into the cloud. All 
the big and small players are pretty much 
off ering cloud-based solutions only.”

In 2015, the global CRM market totaled 
$26.3 billion, up 12.3 percent from the 
previous year, according to IT research 
fi rm Gartner. Much of that growth 
was attributed to the surging demand 
for cloud solutions. Not surprisingly, 
Salesforce, a cloud-based CRM software 
company, is the market leader, followed by 
SAP, Oracle, Microsoft, Adobe and others.

Perhaps the biggest potential benefi cia-
ries of cloud CRM are smaller munici-
palities that, until recently, were unable 
to aff ord the infrastructure and develop-
ment costs for an on-premise 311 opera-
tion. While cloud doesn’t provide a huge 
price break compared to traditional 311 
solutions, it does give cities fl exibility, 
including the ability to set up and launch 
311 quickly, without the need for IT staff  
to maintain the servers and networks. 

Where it gets aff ordable is when a city 
leverages the CRM as a shared service 
— running 311 for general constituent 
services while using the technology to 
support other specifi c help-center-type 
requirements, such as a utility billing 
and customer service department, for 
example. Still, having an out-of-the-box 
311 solution, where customers can pick 
and choose what features they need, is an 
opportunity waiting to happen, according 

Sacramento, 

Calif., 311 

Manager Chris 
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to Cornelius. “This can benefi t cities that 
previously might not have thought 311 
was cost-benefi cial for them,” he said.

Of course, cities of all sizes are moving 
into the cloud. Boston rebranded its 311 
services in 2015 and is now in the process 
of upgrading its CRM to a cloud platform 
from Salesforce. “We’re going from a CRM 
that was built for airlines and hotels to 
a [cloud] platform with tools we can use 
to build and transform our bureaucracy,” 
said CIO Jascha Franklin-Hodge. “What’s 
important is that these are platforms, 
not products. We can provide for today’s 
service levels, but also build for new 
experiences and services based on the 
data we are collecting. Modern CRM 
platforms let us build the experiences that 
we envision our customers wanting.”

Still, cloud CRM has to answer 
the same kind of concerns that other 
cloud solutions trigger for government 
customers. “What gets in the way are 
concerns about security and whether 
the information is going to be stored in 
the cloud at some location that’s out of 
state or out of country,” Cornelius said.

Demand for Service 
Grows Stronger

One thing is clear — whether 311 
operates in the cloud or an on-premises 
platform, the number of calls and 
requests continues to rise. One trend 
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with 311 is that cities cannot sustain 
the call volume because of the cost,” 
said Steve Craig, director of constituent 
services for Somerville, Mass. “You need 
to be proactive about pushing the other 
channels as a means for engagement.”

For cities that operate 311 around 
the clock, the cost factor becomes 
critical. Sacramento, which has a 
population of approximately 480,000, 
is on the borderline in terms of city 
size for 24/7 311 services. “There’s very 
little activity after 10:00 p.m., until 
6:30 a.m.,” Hobson said. Yet the city 
continues to maintain round-the-clock 
311 service for a number of reasons.

Sacramento’s response has been to 
move as much of the information and 
requests as it can from phone calls to 
online knowledge-based articles or to 
chat, which can be handled diff erently. 
“Calls are the most expensive and least 
effi  cient means of customer service,” 
explained Hobson. “We want to reserve 
as much of the phone call time for those 
challenging and diffi  cult questions. If 
the request is easy, you shouldn’t have 
to phone in that your garbage wasn’t 
picked up. That’s a straightforward 

is that the addition of new channels, 
whether through a mobile app, chat 
or via social media, such as Facebook, 
has brought in an entirely new type of 
311 customer: people who don’t care to 
use the phone, but are quite comfort-
able making a request online. Many of 
these new customers are millennials 
and other youthful demographics who 
may not know what a phonebook is 
or who have never seen a bank check, 
but know how to interact via an app. 
Other users of online channels are 
people who don’t speak English as their 
fi rst language or may have a disability 
that makes phone calls diffi  cult.

The new channels have not cut into 
the number of hotline calls cities receive, 
according to 311 managers. “There has 
been a steady increase in the people 
who continue to call us by phone,” said 
Hobson. In response, the city has put 
the most common questions it receives 
online in hopes of reducing the call 
volume. “Yet the calls continue to go up,” 
he said. And as the city adds new services 
and facilities (Sacramento recently 
opened a new downtown sports arena), 
it leads to more calls and queries to 311.

Moving more calls to online chan-
nels is important because the expense 
of having human call agents on staff  to 
manage the queries and complaints is 
an issue for most cities. “The problem 

Boston CIO Jascha 

Franklin-Hodge
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Denver 
Adds Social 
Listening
to Its 311 
System

request that can be done automati-
cally through the Web or an app.”

But providing the public with easy-to-
understand instructions — whether online 
or over the phone while talking with an 
operator — brings up another challenge 
in the world of customer engagement: 
It takes time and a lot of work to design 
the content that goes into the knowledge 
management system used by call center 
operators and, by extension, the apps that 
must capture what the customer wants, 
process the request, and convey it to the 
right agency or worker in the fi eld.

“The problem is designing content 
so that a question can be quickly 
translated into useful information,” 
said Cornelius. “How do you create 
content that can be easily searched? 
How do you design content based not 
on what cities call things, but what a 
customer might call and ask about?”

Cornelius worked with New York 
City and former Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg on one of the earliest and 
most comprehensive CRM knowledge 
management databases ever designed. 
He said it was one of the most time-
consuming parts of the project, pointing 

Denver, a consolidated 
city-county, is making ongoing
changes to how it interacts with 
more than 650,000 residents, resolves 
service issues and gets ahead of 
potential community problems.

In early April, more than a 
year after their 311 system went 
live, city and county offi cials 
announced an upgrade that 

includes several components from Salesforce. The Social 
Studio, specifi cally, enables municipalities to track and 
aggregate online conversations via social media.

“We’re just on the cusp of that but we can already see 
that that’s going to be very popular,” said Christine Binnicker, 
Denver’s deputy CIO, adding that the service allows the city 
to be more proactive in responding to developing issues. 

Salesforce, the San Francisco-based cloud 
computing company, is one of the major providers of 
CRM solutions to government. Its 311 Service Cloud 
Einstein platform gave Denver the functionality to 
offset the infrastructure demand placed on the region 
by the average 1,000 new residents per month. 

The new platform, which went live at the end of 2015, 
lets residents get answers and make service requests 
through pocketgov, Denver’s mobile app. It also loops in Twitter 
and Facebook 311 pages, notifi es staffers when residents reach 
out, and lets offi cials easily respond when service requests 
are complete. “Smart word routing” in the software uses key 
words to route requests directly to the appropriate divisions.

Denver retains ownership of all the data that’s generated — 
an issue state and local agencies nationwide are concerned 
about. Exact numbers weren’t available from Denver, but in a 
news release, Salesforce said its metrics show increases in 
online case volumes and call volumes of 68 percent and 10 
percent, respectively. Meanwhile, the company said Denver’s 
average 311 call length has declined by 23 seconds.

Binnicker noted that new residents are partly responsible 
for the rise in case and call volumes. As a result, the city-
county hasn’t been able to realize a savings by cutting staff 
at its 311 call center — but it hasn’t had to add employees 
either. That’s because pocketgov and other communication 
channels are reducing pressure on the call center.

Similarly, information on Denver’s return on investment from 
the new 311 system wasn’t available. But Binnicker said the 
city embarked upon the project to realize returns in soft dollars 
and improved customer service — not to boost its bottom line.

“We didn’t go into it trying to save the city money,” she 
said. “We went into it trying to make the customer service 
experience better for our citizens.” — Theo Douglas

www.govtech.com  //  June 2017               
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Asking the right questions, classi-
fying the requests and then coding them 
properly so they get routed to the right 
department, brings up another issue 
that vexes every 311 system, namely well 
trained staff . Finding qualifi ed workers to 
staff  the 311 call centers, train them and 
then keep them isn’t easy. Many cities 
are just beginning to grow their staff s 
again after years of freezes. Those that 
can hire struggle to fi nd the right people. 
Finding qualifi ed staff  members with 
the right computer skills and customer 
service skills can be a real challenge, 
according to Amber Wiens, manager of 
CS Week 311, a networking organiza-
tion for 311 professionals. In particular, 
cities are looking for call agents who are 
bi- or multilingual to serve the non-
English-speaking public, she said.

As Lawson and other 311 managers 
keep pointing out, cities need their best 

out that the database needed to have 
just the right kind of search words 
associated with the right content 
— and it had to be kept current.

“This is important with 311, where you 
are trying to provide the right informa-
tion or answer on the fi rst call,” he said. 

The other reason why content design 
is so important has to do with the fact 
that call center agents are not domain 
experts. Making it easy for them to take 
a customer’s question or request and 
fi nd the right answer — or the right 
department to handle the request — is 
critical to providing good service. 

When a call center agent is talking with 
someone on the phone, he or she has the 
fl exibility to ask additional questions to 
pinpoint the nature of the complaint or 
request. This isn’t the case when queries 
originate online, especially with social 
media, such as Twitter or Facebook.

“We have to triage those requests 
through the call center; they can’t just 
be automatically routed to a depart-
ment,” said Lawson of Kansas City. A 
Web request or tweet actually takes 
longer to process because the staff  person 
has to fi gure out how to classify the 
problem, code it correctly and get it to 
the right source. “A pothole isn’t always 
a pothole,” she explained. If, in fact, 
it’s a sinkhole, that involves a diff erent 
department — water versus street repair 
— and a diff erent kind of response.

One technological solution to the kind 
of ambiguity that can crop up through 
social media or Web requests is that 
the more advanced 311 systems include 
asset mapping. According to Lawson, 
Kansas City’s 311 will show if a utility or 
sewer line is beneath the location of a 
reported pothole, which helps take the 
guesswork out of some of the requests.

The global CRM 

market totaled 

$26.3 billion in 

2015, and the 

majority of that 

business is in

the cloud.
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Given this changing landscape, it no longer makes sense 
to manage service delivery in functional silos. Government 
entities need an enterprise approach to citizen service. For 
example, when a constituent calls an agency for information, 
the agency should respond via the channel (email, app, 
browser, etc.) that best meets that constituent’s needs. 

Verint Workforce Optimization for Government and 
Public Sector is a suite of unifi ed solutions with an intuitive 
and dynamic user interface and unique business process 
workfl ows that can help your agency quickly gain access to 
information for faster decision-making.  

The comprehensive approach to capturing, evaluating, 
managing and analyzing omnichannel citizen interactions 
enables greater insight into workforce performance, customer 
interactions, and citizen service processes and service usage 
than you might get from diff erent systems and applications. 
This not only helps enhance citizen engagement, but it can 
also improve operational effi  ciency through simplifi ed system 
administration and maintenance.

KEY BENEFITS OF VERINT WORKFORCE 
OPTIMIZATION FOR GOVERNMENT AND 
PUBLIC SECTOR: 

Provides visibility and real-time guidance 
for enhancing citizen service processes 
and workforce performance.

Delivers omnichannel intelligence to help 
organizations make better, faster and easier 
decisions that can optimize citizen engagement 
and employee productivity, drive service 
utilization, and enhance compliance 
and security.

Provides the industry’s most unifi ed, mature 
workforce optimization platform, with best-
of-breed functionality, simplifi ed system 
administration and maintenance, and intuitive 
interfaces and navigation.

Accelerates and increases return on investment 
through expert consulting services.

For more information about new ways to enrich customer 
interactions, optimize your workforce and improve your 

citizen service processes, visit www.verint.com or call 
1-800-4VERINT 

© 2017 e.Republic. All rights reserved.

A D V E R T I S E M E N T

CREATING AN 
OMNICHANNEL CUSTOMER 
ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY
Today’s citizens routinely use digital 
devices to “multitask” across diff erent 
channels and platforms — and they 
expect your department or agency to 
do the same.
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and brightest folks in there who can 
answer questions. “Our mantra is to be 
accurate, courteous and easy,” Craig said. 

Pushing the Mobile 
Boundaries in Boston

If traditional, hotline 311 calls and 
fully staff ed call centers are fi nan-
cially unsustainable, then the future of 
customer service and CRM might be 
found in the city where the fi rst mobile 
app was launched. Since that eventful 
moment, Boston has seen its digital 
channels grow signifi cantly, expanding 10 
percent per year for the past three years, 
according to Franklin-Hodge. “Today, we 
are averaging 59 percent of our service 
requests through digital channels,” he 
said. “There’s been a dramatic move by 
our customers from phone to digital.”

Like other cities, the rise in digital 
requests, queries and complaints in 
Boston hasn’t put a big dent in the 
number of phone calls; instead, the city 
fi nds that citizens are becoming more 
comfortable and more aware of the fact 
they can contact and engage with the city 
as never before, pushing up the overall 
growth in 311-related services. At the 
same time, however, better technology 
means better data, and that converts 
into better information for the city.

Every service request — by phone, 
mobile app or Boston’s Web portal — 
becomes a piece of data that can be used 
to track the city’s performance against 
a benchmark service-level agreement. 
“That data from the SLA becomes 
incredibly valuable information for 
managers to use,” said Franklin-Hodge. 

Managers can use the information to 
fi gure out what to pay attention to, as well 
as any anomalies that can aff ect perfor-
mance results. Franklin-Hodge related 
one situation where a city department 
was capturing weekend work requests 
on paper and not reporting them into 
the system until the workweek began, 
delaying valuable information on what 
repair work they had completed.

Another way Boston uses 311 data is to 
fi gure out which neighborhoods are using 
the service and why. More importantly, 

 ✓ Quality assurance monitoring

 ✓ Training programs

 ✓ Finding qualifi ed call agents with computer 
 and customer service skills

 ✓ High demand for bilingual and multilingual 
 call center agents

311
 ✓ Moving to virtual servers/cloud technology 

to take advantage of advances in mobile, 
Web portals, texting and chat

 ✓ Increasing use of social media to provide 
quicker responses

 ✓ Expanding the number of self-service 
options 

 ✓ Replacing legacy CRM

 ✓ Increasing the use of remote desktops

 ✓ Expanding community outreach efforts

 ✓ Citizens expect an immediate response,  
which can be hard for some jurisdictions 
to meet

 ✓ Municipalities are expanding the number 
of remote agents in the event they have to 
work remotely during an emergency

 ✓ Increasing workloads in call centers has 
impacted attrition rates

 ✓ 311 is taking on the work of other 
departments, such as utility billing queries

 ✓ Cities are incentivizing worker 
performance, recognizing and rewarding 
top performers

 ✓ Cities are adopting workforce management 
tools, using agent metrics to evaluate 
performance

Impact of 311 
on Government 
Services and 
Performance

Key CRM and 
311 Tech Trends

SOURCE: CS WEEK 311

311 Workforce 
Challenges
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one app, which allows a user to have just 
one login and one shared experience.”

While companies have fi gured out 
how to hide their silos from customers, 
government hasn’t quite reached that 
frontier. As Kansas City discovered, as 
long as there is no incentive or account-
ability for agencies to participate in 
311, silos, whether they are hard or 
soft, will remain. It takes leadership 
at the very top to drive such change.

When it comes to customer services, 
one problem that government doesn’t 
face compared to the private sector is 
customer loyalty. If customers don’t 
have a good online experience on 
Expedia for example, they can move 
over to the next competitor. Govern-
ment, of course, has a captive audience. 
But there’s a huge risk if government 
doesn’t provide the kind of consumer-
like experience that is expected today.

“Consumers can’t change governments 
if they get frustrated,” said Franklin-

why aren’t some neighborhoods taking 
advantage of 311 services? “We’re trying 
to fi nd out whether people feel empow-
ered across diff erent city neighborhoods 
to get their needs met by contacting the 
city and why there are disparities when 
it comes to using the app or the hotline,” 
said Franklin-Hodge. “It’s possible some 
neighborhoods might not know the 
services are there for them to use, or they 
don’t feel empowered to use them.”

The Amazon Metaphor
As cities become more sophisticated 

with 311, inevitably they speak about 
Amazon, the giant online retailer, as a 
metaphor of what public customer service 
can become. For example, Amazon doesn’t 
have a diff erent website for each of its 
services; it’s all found under one digital 
roof, making it easy to shop. “Constituents 
expect the same from government these 
days,” said Franklin-Hodge. “That means 
breaking down the silos; building just 

Hodge. “But they will become cynical 
about government and lose trust, and 
will be less willing to support the next 
big public project or engage with us over 
an important issue. We have a profound 
obligation to defi ne and set an experi-
ence of government services that is better 
than they have received in the past.”

In Boston, nearly 60 percent of service 

requests come via digital channels.
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Digital Communities are real places that understand and value the transformative power of 
broadband connectivity, core computing technologies and interoperable applications to improve 
the way government conducts business and interacts with citizens. The Digital Communities 
Program showcases solutions from leading technology companies that are specifically designed 
for communities and local governments that want to exceed the expectations of their citizens. 
In addition, the program provides a collaboration forum where community officials discover 
and share emerging best practices and innovative community technology deployments.

 Building 21st-Century 
Communities

 BIANNUAL REPORT
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