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I see the agency of the future as being more approachable so citizens can reach us on social media, online or on a 

mobile app. They don’t need to know a secret password. They don’t need to take the day off to come downtown and fill 

out an application. Those days are gone.”    - Rosetta Carrington Lue, chief customer service officer for the City of Philadelphia 

A G E N C Y  O F  T H E  F U T U R E

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

C U S T O M E R  S E R V I C E :
C L O S I N G  T H E  G A P  B E T W E E N 

C I T I Z E N S  A N D  O F F I C I A L S

What comes to mind when you think about govern-
ment customer service? Do you imagine long lines, 
talking to irate citizens on the phone or responding 
to an endless string of emails in your inbox? Or does 
your mind conjure up self-service kiosks, sophisti-
cated online tools, live video chats with a call center 
agent or interacting on a thread through your lo-
cal government Facebook page? Regardless of which 
scenario you envision, all of these images are real 
in government today and define customer service in 
the public sector. 

Agencies are updating their websites and training 
their staff to provide customers with a more effi-
cient and enjoyable experience. Many customer ser-
vice initiatives within government offices strive to 
solicit input from the community using mobile tech-
nology. Social media is also increasingly being used as 
a platform for government to interact with citizens 
on a 24/7 basis. All of these changes have as their 
goal to make government, along with its resources 
and services, more accessible and available to the 
public. 

This guide takes a closer look at this transition in 
government, examining the current state of custom-

er service in the public sector, its challenges and fu-
ture opportunities for growth. Specifically, this guide 
will:

 � Review the results from a GovLoop survey of 
more than 250 respondents from all levels of gov-
ernment and industry.

 � Share innovative customer service ideas from an 
interview with Rosetta Carrington Lue, the chief 
customer service officer for the City of Philadel-
phia.

 � Provide a cheat sheet on what you need for a suc-
cessful customer service program, and how you 
can maintain an effective program long into the 
future.  

Overall, most government agencies have just begun 
or are in the early stages of preparing their custom-
er service program for the twenty-first century. This 
guide will assist both government officials and their 
corresponding agencies in the effort to understand 
this trend and improve their own customer service 
initiatives. 
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In August 2013, GovLoop conducted a survey analyz-
ing the current and future trends in government cus-
tomer service. The survey included more than 250 
respondents sharing their observations about cur-
rent customer service practices and their vision for 
customer engagement in the next five to ten years. 
Forty-three percent of the respondents represented 
the federal government while an additional 46 per-
cent came from state and local agencies. The remain-
ing respondents represented industry organizations 
and other groups. Fourteen percent of respondents 
identified their positions as being directly related to 
customer service, and an overwhelming 85 percent 

of them considered their work to be customer-ser-
vice oriented, attending to either internal or exter-
nal stakeholders, even if they were not operating in 
an official ‘customer service’ capacity.

C U S T O M E R  S E R V I C E 
I N  G O V E R N M E N T

R E A L I T I E S  T O D A Y

85 percent of respondents saw their work as being 
customer service related and focused on either 
internal or external stakeholders, even if they 
were not operating in an official ‘customer ser-
vice’ capacity.
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BRIGHT SPOTS 
IN GOVERNMENT 
CUSTOMER SERVICE 
TODAY 

When respondents were asked, 
“What has been your most mem-
orable experience of customer 
service in government?” two main 
themes emerged:

1) Increased Interaction on 
Social Media: 

Agencies are increasingly using so-
cial media as an effective engage-
ment tool. Facebook and Twitter 
have become especially useful me-
diums for interacting with custom-
ers. Reflecting on the use of Face-
book and Twitter, one GovLoop 
survey respondent commented 
that:

“The immediate public interaction is 
amazing to see—for better or worse. 
I do consider this customer service 
as we are getting the word out to 
people who may have never gone to 
a public meeting or visited our web-
site to seek out information, or even 
for those who no longer pick up the 
newspaper—the internet and social 
media have become their means for 
information.” 

Another respondent noted the 
benefits of using social media 
sites for responding to customers’ 
concerns. For instance, the direc-
tor of technology services at the 
Northeast Kansas Library System 
advocated for the use of Twitter in 
the workplace because the prac-

tice enabled employees to “answer 
questions and provide information 
through the same platform that 
people were using to ask those 
questions.”

Social media has another benefit: 
boosting office morale. One re-
spondent shared that “constitu-
ents posting their positive inter-
actions with our office on a daily 
basis on our Facebook page is re-
ally rewarding.” 

Moving beyond citizen interaction, 
agencies are also employing social 
media sites to communicate with 
employees. As one respondent ex-
plains: “There was a furlough and 
all of the employees thought that 
they were not allowed to check 
their email (even though they 
were). We posted information for 
them on the Facebook page.”

2) Prompt Human Re-
sponse to Questions: 

Multiple respondents emphasized 
the importance of a human re-
sponse in customer service inter-
actions. As one respondent stated, 
“A quick response with govern-
ment is crucial—even if it is just to 
say, ‘I’ll get back to you.’” Another 
respondent agreed, saying:

“Make it easy for someone to con-
tact your agency, and then develop a 
system to get back to them ASAP, if 
only to let them know you are looking 
into their question/concern. Don’t let 
it sit for even a few days before that 
initial response. You’ll be surprised 
how grateful someone is that you got 
back to them, and it gives your agen-
cy a gold star in their eyes.”

Having a multi-channel approach to communi-
cation that includes the use of social media is 
the second most effective means for improving 
customer service in an organization, according to 
survey respondents in (see Figure 1). 

FIGURE 1
THE TOP THREE WAYS TO 
IMPROVE CUSTOMER SERVICE

Implement organizational culture 
change initiatives to promote a cus-
tomer service orientation

Deploy a multi-channel approach that 
includes a comprehensive array of 
communication vehicles (i.e. phone, 
mail, email, social, mobile, virtual, 
etc.)

Mandate soft skills training (how to im-
prove customer service, communication 
techniques, etc.)

2

1

3
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A representative from the Bu-
reau of Land Management shared 
an anecdote that emphasized the 
positive impact a prompt, human 
response can have on customer 
impressions. The respondent told 
of when the organization’s online 
recreation permits system crashed 
and employees received hundreds 
of angry phone calls and messages. 
In response, the Bureau of Land 
Management returned every single 
call to let customers know the 
cause of the computer crash and 
how to obtain a permit. Reflecting 
back on the experience, the re-
spondent noted, “Customers were 
very appreciative and surprised to 
get a personal phone call.” The ex-
perience taught the respondent a 
valuable lesson: “No matter how 
long it takes, it is always a good 
idea to make the extra effort to 
notify your customers and keep 
them informed.” 

Another respondent discussed the 
impact a human response from a 
colleague had on their experience 
of drafting initial performance 
outcomes. Not completely sure of 
what to do, the respondent need-
ed assistance with the project and 
received aid from one of the ana-
lysts in the organization. The re-
spondent described how the ana-
lyst “quickly figured out I was new 
to the process and offered to walk 
me through it [in person], starting 
with the purpose of the exercise 
and continuing on to the process.” 
The respondent, ultimately, listed 
this encounter as their most mem-
orable experience of customer 
service in government.

HURDLES TO 
OVERCOME

Of course, delivering excellent 
customer service in government 
has its challenges. Roughly one-
third of survey participants, when 
asked about their most memo-
rable customer service experi-
ence in government, responded 
critically. Respondents complained 
about a lack of human contact and 
unwillingness to meet customers’ 
needs. As one respondent noted, 
“Given the size of the government 
workforce, I have encountered 
very few staff who are commit-
ted to providing customer service. 
Staff not returning phone calls or 
responding to emails is the norm.” 

Our survey explored the hurdles 
blocking successful customer ser-
vice in government by asking re-
spondents to discuss the biggest 
customer service challenges in 
their agencies. From our analysis, 
5 primary themes emerged:

1) Lack of Guidance, Stan-
dards, and Uniformity: 

Respondents found a lack of con-
sistency to be the biggest custom-
er service challenge in govern-
ment. Employees stated that they 
had little direction regarding what 
constitutes successful customer 
service in their agencies. Advocat-

ing for a change, one respondent 
commented:

“Customer service needs to be em-
bedded in the culture of the agency 
and everyone should be provided 
with a clear expectation of what is 
meant by good customer service…
You need to always provide not only 
clear expectations, but also provide 
training and mentorship opportuni-
ties to help people understand what 
good customer service is and why it is 
important to them and the agency.” 

Another respondent observed the 
importance of having measurable 
standards by which a manager or 
employee can determine how suc-
cessful they are in their interac-
tions with customers. The respon-

“ A  Q U I C K  R E S P O N S E 

W I T H  G O V E R N M E N T  I S 

C R U C I A L — E V E N  I F  I T 

I S  J U S T  T O  S AY,  ‘ I ’ L L 

G E T  B A C K  T O  Y O U . ’ ”

-Survey Respondent
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dent stated, “Measurable metrics 
need to be put into place for any 
customer service program. Man-
agement must support the cus-
tomer service program and hold 
all employees accountable if the 
program is to be a success.”

A third respondent addressed the 
importance of having uniform an-
swers to customers’ questions. 
Highlighting the negative reper-
cussions of having inconsistent an-
swers, the respondent shared the 
following story: “I had a problem, 
talked with several offices and re-
ceived different information and 
advice from all of them. Ultimately, 
I was told the wrong thing and this 
cost me additional money. It didn’t 
need to happen, but I had no re-
course to fight it. Should never 
have to use the word ‘fight’ when 
dealing with customer service.”

2) Inadequate Budget and 
Staffing: 

Respondents spoke of a lack of 
necessary funds and personnel in 
their agencies, citing how this con-

dition undermines overall custom-
er service by limiting the ability 
of agencies to effectively engage 
with a large number of customers. 
This situation has only been exac-
erbated by the current economic 
crisis and subsequent budget cuts 
and furloughs. Current employ-
ees’ workloads have increased as 
a result, constraining both their 
time and ability to attend to the 
needs of each individual customer. 
Considering this situation, one re-
spondent commented, “We are all 
stretched too thin.” 
 
Given the above limitations, it is 
imperative for managers to hire 
individuals with strong customer 
service skills and to train cur-
rent employees to be resourceful 
in their customer interactions. As 
one respondent observed, “Too 
many people are hired for their 
knowledge and skills, when in fact 
they lack the very basic social skills 
to effectively engage with others.” 
The respondent encouraged man-
agers instead to “hire people with 
the right attitude for customer 
service.” 

3) Confusing Language for 
Customers: 

Multiple respondents expressed 
their disappointment with their 
agencies’ communications with 
both internal and external custom-
ers, arguing that the language used 
is confusing, complex and designed 
without the customer in mind. 
Such practices lead to customer 
dissatisfaction and distrust, as one 
respondent noted, “If you present 
a façade that is complicated, with 
obtuse language, stale brochures, 
crumpled and broken equipment, 
it’s not surprising people wonder 
where their money is going.” 

Respondents instead advocated 
for the use of honest, simpler, 
more direct language in their 
agencies’ communications. As one 
respondent put it, “We need to 
be more up front with internal 
and particularly external custom-
ers. We tout ‘sexy ribbon cutting’ 
ceremonies, but need to do a bet-
ter job explaining what we do day 
to day and how it impacts/helps/
serves our customers.”   

Websites were one area in which 
respondents thought agencies 
could apply this strategy. “Make 
the website as quick and simple to 
use as possible,” encouraged one 
respondent. “The fewer clicks, the 
better. Keep all content on web-
sites, forms, etc. as non-bureau-
cratic as possible.”

Overall, respondents supported 
the idea of designing customer 
service tools from the customer’s 

“ N O  M AT T E R  H O W 

L O N G  I T  TA K E S , 

I T  I S  A LWAY S  A 

G O O D  I D E A  T O 

M A K E  T H E  E X T R A 

E F F O R T  T O  N O T I F Y 

Y O U R  C U S T O M E R S 

A N D  K E E P  T H E M 

I N F O R M E D . ”

-Survey Respondent

FIGURE 2

JUMPING HURDLES: IMPROVING CUSTOMER SERVICE ONE STEP AT A TIME

STEP 1: 

Build The Team: Hire people 
with strong social skills and train 
current employees on how to suc-
cessfully engage with customers.

Renovate Your Customer 
Service Program: Establish goals, 
performance measures and common 
customer service standards for all 
employees.
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point of view. As one respondent 
noted, “When building a customer 
service program, it is critical that 
you are focusing on your clients’ 
needs, not your own. You must 
look at every issue through their 
eyes to see their perspective.” 

4) Lack of Integrated Data 
and Resources: 

Respondents described how a lack 
of integrated data across or within 
agencies hampers overall custom-
er service in that employees often 
have difficulty finding the infor-
mation that the customer needs. 
Believing that things should be dif-
ferent, one respondent said, “The 
City Clerk should be able to find 
information about engineering, 
the utility people about the adult 
softball schedules, and the parks 
people about the recycling pro-
gram, etc. It becomes tense when 
you cannot help someone.” The 

same respondent went on to say 
that it is crucial to “make informa-
tion easily and logically available to 
your own staff and train them how 
to find information.” 

This lack of integrated data wastes 
time better spent assisting cus-
tomers as employees have to pull 
information from different places 
and often at times cannot find the 
information desired.  It reflects 
a core challenge to government 
customer service, in that informa-
tion is so buried and disconnected 
that neither customers nor staff 
have easy access to it. As one re-
spondent observed, “If I can’t find 
something, chances are our clients 
can’t find it.”

5) Archaic Technology and 
Reporting Systems: 

Some respondents felt constricted 
in their customer service engage-

ment by their agency’s rules and 
stipulations. They saw these regu-
lations as slowing down their over-
all response time and limiting their 
ability to meet customer requests. 
As one respondent stated regard-
ing his agency’s required proce-
dures, “having to report our work 
in several different systems takes 
time that could be better spent 
helping customers.” Another re-
spondent faced a similar dilemma 
when attending to internal stake-
holders, commenting that it is diffi-
cult “when we, as government, are 
forced to use antiquated software 
that won’t let us produce the type 
or quality of reports requested.” 
Wishing to change this situation, 
one respondent concluded that 
government should “reduce regu-
latory red tape and focus on help-
ing people, more than on creating 
reports for Washington.” 

FIGURE 2

JUMPING HURDLES: IMPROVING CUSTOMER SERVICE ONE STEP AT A TIME

STEP 2: 

Cultivate Team Members: 
Provide customer service train-
ing and learning opportunities for 
employees. 

Adjust Your Customer 
Service Resources: Redesign 
information portals for custom-
ers, catering them to the custom-
ers’ needs.

STEP 3: 

Gain Momentum: Have manage-
ment hold employees accountable to 
customer service standards; offer op-
portunities for employees and manag-
ers to exchange feedback; and provide 
incentives to employees for good 
customer service work.  

Remember Your Goal: Estab-
lish multiple channels for customers 
to reach you and provide feedback; 
promptly address customer concerns.

STEP 4: 

Celebrate The Win: Reward 
successful employees and those 
that go the extra mile in their 
interactions with customers.
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To obtain a better sense of what customer service 
in government may look like in the next 5-10 years, 
GovLoop asked respondents to share their customer 
service expectations for the year 2020 and beyond. 
According to respondents, two distinct themes will 
be present in the future: 

1) Analysis and Use of Big Data: 

Big data offers an avenue for anticipating customers’ 
needs and a metric for improving customer service. 
As one respondent predicted, “Intelligent systems 
using data archiving would be the key. Customer sat-
isfaction would be based on how quick, efficient and 
accurate the provision of information would be given 
to resolve customer questions or issues.”

In agreement, another respondent commented that 
“data analytics will play a large role and there will be 
an increase in the use of customer journey mapping 
to better understand the customers and then model 
our touch points directly to their needs.”

An essential part of anticipating and meeting the 
needs of customers through data analytics will be 
the integration of data across agencies. One respon-
dent expected that “all the databases will be con-
nected to each other and update all the information 
[pertaining to a client or case] in the computer with-
out having to wait for someone else to update it.”

V I S I O N S  F O R 
C U S T O M E R 

S E R V I C E  I N  T H E 
F U T U R E

R E A L I T I E S  T O M O R R O W
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FIGURE 3

WHAT APPROACHES 
WOULD YOU LIKE TO 
SEE MORE WHEN IT 
COMES TO THE FUTURE 
OF CUSTOMER SERVICE?

(CHOOSE YOUR TOP THREE)

2) Increased Transparency 
and Customer Engage-
ment: 

Web-based and mobile platforms 
will allow for 24/7 access to gov-
ernment services, greater trans-
parency, and increased inclusion of 
citizens in decisions regarding the 
provision of government goods 
and services. As one respondent 
described, “Customers [will be 
able to] interact with us anytime. 
No waiting for callbacks or replies 
or Mondays. Residents can ‘see’ 
all the places the County touches 
their lives in one place.” 

Transparency will take the form of 
customers being able to track their 
requests and providing real-time 
feedback to government agencies 
through a host of different media 
outlets. Combining both of these 
ideas, one respondent mused that 
there will be “a way for custom-
ers to provide feedback and watch 
their feedback travel through the 
channels of getting it to the em-
ployees that could implement it.” 

Advancements in technology and 
the application of that technology 
to government services will result 
in more self-service opportunities 
for customers. Customers will also 
be able to more effectively and in-
dependently engage with govern-
ment agencies in their pursuit of 
particular goods and services. As 
one respondent notes, there will 
be a “system enabling citizens with 
ways to submit opinions, prob-
lems, and service requests with-
out organizational knowledge.” 
This type of system, according to 
another respondent, will create a 
partnership between the govern-
ment and its customers, in which 
“citizens play a more active role 
in their services, whether through 
self serve or through informing 
and influencing the practices of 
government in providing services.” 
 
In addition to the above two 
themes, respondents also expect 
to see the items and practices in 
Figure 3 integrated into future 
government customer service 
programs according to our survey 
results.     

MAKING THE 
VISION A REALITY 

The results of the GovLoop sur-
vey in the previous two sections 
of this guide revealed a current 
environment in which government 
customer service is in the process 
of improving, but still has signifi-
cant challenges to overcome. The 
future of customer service is in the 
advancement of technology and 
its increased incorporation into 
our daily lives. More importantly, 
technology offers opportunities 
to creatively overcome some of 
the current obstacles to improv-
ing customer service in govern-
ment. In the following section, 
GovLoop shares insights from an 
interview with Philadelphia’s chief 
customer service officer, Rosetta 
Carrington Lue. Her work over 
the past couple of years reveals 
strategies for improving customer 
service through the use of citizen 
engagement and technology and 
for making the Agency of the Fu-
ture a reality today. 
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They are the very reason you exist.

with great enthusiasm.

ZELOS State and Local Contract Vehicles:
Arlington County  | City of Alexandria | Fairfax County  | 

Virginia Department of General Services, Statewide 
Consulting Contract [DMBE SWAM]

But can you hear their voice, see what they see?

Whether you’re a federal, state, or local government 
agency or a non-pro�t organization, ZELOS can help.

ZELOS o�ers customized consulting and training 
solutions to help you improve your performance and 
accomplish your mission successfully, within your 
budget.

Zelos, LLC
1800 Diagonal Road, Suite 600 | Alexandria, VA 22314

703-828-7831

In Greek,

  Zelos means “zeal” —
     We approach our work with great energy & enthusiasm

If not, perhaps we should talk.

Are you incorporating them into your strategy?

Are you delighting them with the best service?

Do your internal processes and procedures
  allow   for consistent,
    high-quality service delivery? 

Focus on Your Customers

http://zelosllc.com

GS-10F-0305M

http://zelosllc.com
http://zelosllc.com/CustomerService.php
http://www.linkedin.com/company/zelos-llc
https://www.gsaadvantage.gov/advantage/main/start_page.do
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According to our recent interview with Rosetta 
Carrington Lue, the chief customer service officer 
for the City of Philadelphia, a successful customer 
service program must have two goals:

 � The Promotion of Citizen Engagement

 � The Effective Use of Technology

Since 2008, Lue has strived to improve customer 
service programs for Philadelphia’s two million resi-
dents. Under her direction, the city government has 
implemented the following three programs, inte-

grating each with the Philly311 Contact Center—a 
multi-channel platform connecting customers with 
the Philadelphia government:

1)  Neighborhood Liaison Program: 

Established in 2009, the Neighborhood Liaison Pro-
gram trains local residents to be part of the Philly311 
team. These residents use their training to directly 
register service requests with the city work system. 
They also act as goodwill ambassadors of the pro-
gram, spreading the word about Philly311 through-
out their local communities. 

I N N O V A T I O N S 
I N  C U S T O M E R 

S E R V I C E
L E S S O N S  F R O M

P H I L A D E L P H I A

http://www.phila.gov/311/neighborhoodLiason.html
http://www.phila.gov/311/neighborhoodLiason.html
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2)  Citizens Engagement 
Academy: 

Started in 2011, the Citizens En-
gagement Academy is an eight-
week program designed to con-
nect citizens with city services 
and local government through 
education. As part of the program, 
city officials teach citizens how to 
best utilize various city services. 
Participants also have the oppor-
tunity during the classes to share 
their concerns and ask questions 
about particular city services and 
departments.  

3)  Philly311 Mobile App:

In 2012, the city of Philadelphia 
released the Philly311 Mobile App. 
The app allows citizens to submit 
service requests with pictures and 
personalized descriptions through 
any smart phone. Users can also 
use the app to view or comment 
on nearby requests, obtain city 

news and scroll through the city’s 
official directory.

In addition to the previous initia-
tives, Lue is also working on ex-
ecuting three new customer ser-
vice programs: 

Citizen Widget Design 
Contest: 

Recently finished, the Citizen 
Widget Design Contest had par-
ticipants create their own wid-
gets based on what services they 
thought Philadelphians needed 
most. The winning widget will be 
added to the Philly311 mobile app. 

Youth Neighborhood Liai-
son Program: 

Based on a combination of the 
Neighborhood Liaison Program 
and the Citizens Engagement Acad-
emy, the Youth Neighborhood Li-
aison Program was designed with 

high school students in mind. The 
goal of the program is to expose 
young people to how government 
works and to encourage them to 
be more involved in their local 
communities. The program also 
hopes to convince young leaders 
to consider a career path of gov-
ernment service. 

Philly311 TV Program: 

Having only recently recorded 
its first show, the Philly311 TV 
Program seeks to inform citizens 
about how they can best utilize 
city services through live talks 
with city officials. During the show, 
guest speakers have the oppor-
tunity to explain the nuances of 
their job and how customers can 
best work with them. Members of 
the audience also have the chance 
to ask questions and discuss their 
concerns during the latter half of 
the show.

“ T H E  P H I L A D E L P H I A  G O V E R N M E N T 

[ W I L L ]  W O R K  E F F I C I E N T LY  A N D 

E F F E C T I V E LY,  W I T H  I N T E G R I T Y 

A N D  R E S P O N S I V E N E S S . ”

-Mayor Nutter, City of Philadelphia

http://phillyinnovates.com/2013/04/05/a-citizens-engagement-academy-graduation-shows-philly-is-rising/
http://phillyinnovates.com/2013/04/05/a-citizens-engagement-academy-graduation-shows-philly-is-rising/
http://www.phila.gov/311/mobileapp.html
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TOP 5 CUSTOMER 
SERVICE LESSONS

Five customer service lessons can 
be gleaned from Lue’s experience 
with these programs.

1) Changes in Customer 
Service Must Start at the 
Top: 

As Lue explained, it is important 
for agency leaders to direct and 
prompt any change to current cus-
tomer service programs. This type 
of leadership motivates personnel 
and provides guidance regarding 
the direction of any new programs. 
She concluded, “If the top doesn’t 
buy into this, the front line won’t 
buy into it.”

Referencing her own experience 
with the city of Philadelphia, Lue 
highlighted the importance of hav-
ing the mayor’s vision for customer 
service when planning programs. 
As one of Mayor Nutter’s goals 
for the city of Philadelphia, the fol-
lowing statement guides Lue’s de-
cision to use both technology and 
citizen engagement to ensure that 
customer service in Philly meets 
customers’ needs:  “The Philadel-
phia government [will] work effi-
ciently and effectively, with integ-
rity and responsiveness.”

2) Know Your Customer 
and Assess Their Needs: 

When brainstorming an idea for 
a customer service program, Lue 
and her team begin with an anal-
ysis of citizens’ needs and envi-
ronment, examining issues from 
the citizen’s point of view. Before 
developing the Neighborhood Li-
aison Program or the Citizens En-
gagement Academy, Lue saw that 
in every neighborhood meeting 
there were one or two leaders 
in the group. These leaders were 
not official or elected, but every-
one respected them and sought 
their guidance. These were “go to 
people” as she termed them. This 
observation led to the design of 
customer service programs that 
incorporated community leaders 
into government efforts.

The Philly311 Mobile App and the 
Citizen Widget Design Contest 
similarly came from observations 
about the lives of citizens. For 
these programs, Lue and her col-
leagues first noticed that a num-
ber of Philadelphians (about 31-44 
percent according to Ms. Lue) do 
not have Internet in their homes, 
but do have smart phones. This led 
to the creation of programs that 
engaged with customers through 
the technology most readily avail-
able to them. 

As a final example, the Youth 
Neighborhood Liaison program 
arose as a solution for teaching 
children about local government 
and community involvement. As 
Lue explained, “We saw a need in 
the community to try to get the 
youth to be engaged with govern-
ment early. We wanted to educate 
them that public service and com-
munity engagement would allow 
them to make a change.” 

3) Pursue Citizen Engage-
ment: 

Citizen engagement in Philadelphia 
has informed government action, 
increased transparency and saved 
money for the city. An example is 
the Citizen Widget Design Con-
test, which the Philadelphia gov-
ernment initiated so that local 
officials would better understand 
how to improve the Philly311 Mo-
bile App. The contest gave custom-
ers an opportunity to participate 
in the creation of public sector 
resources through the design of a 
new component for the Philly311 
Mobile program. As Lue described, 
“We knew that we liked the app, 
but what did [customers] want 
from it? What would be a widget 
that would work in their commu-
nity?” Through the contest, “we 
reached out to our customers and 
asked, ‘how we can make this [app] 
work better for you?’”  

By offering training and classes on 
how to best utilize city govern-
ment services, the Neighborhood 
Liaison Program not only encour-
ages customer involvement, but 
also promotes government trans-
parency. Thinking back to when 
she and her coworkers first con-
ceived of the idea for the initiative, 
Lue remembered, “We created 
a program that utilizes the go-to 
people for each neighborhood and 
trains them, so they would become 
aware of how long a request usu-
ally takes and the process behind 
filing it; it makes it very transpar-
ent.” 

The Neighborhood Liaison Pro-
gram has also empowered city 
government officials to effectively 
assist a large volume of custom-
ers with very little costs. The 
program currently has about 700 
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volunteer liaisons active in com-
munities throughout Philadelphia, 
addressing a variety of customer 
needs. Unpaid, these volunteers 
greatly increase the city’s capacity 
to provide goods and services to 
citizens. Considering the benefits 
and cost-efficiency of the program, 
Lue explained, “It didn’t cost us 
anything extra. I got 700 extra staff 
people out in the field!”
  
4) Use Technology As a 
Customer Service Tool: 

Technology offers government of-
ficials multiple opportunities for 
improving their interactions with 
citizens. First, it increases citizen 
access to government resources 
and personnel. Customers can 
use the Internet or the Philly311 
mobile app to submit questions or 
service requests 24/7. They then 
receive a prompt response from 
a call center agent through the 
same platform. An advocate for 
this type of communication be-
tween citizens and government of-
ficials, Lue contended, “If you want 
information quickly, the whole 
9-5 mentality does not work. You 
can’t wait from Friday to Monday 
to get knowledge on basic servic-
es.” Overall, Lue saw technology 
as commonplace for the agency 
of the future, stating that govern-
ment officials in upcoming years 
will pose questions such as, “How 
can we be more approachable so 
you can reach us on social media, 
online or on a mobile app?” Ac-
cording to Lue, “You won’t need 
to know a secret password. You 
won’t need to take the day off to 
come downtown and fill out an ap-
plication. Those days are gone.”

Technology, like citizen engage-
ment, also promotes government 
transparency. Citizens in Philadel-

phia are able to track their service 
requests on their phones or online. 
They also have the opportunity to 
share their concerns and hear di-
rectly from government service 
providers through programs such 
as Philly311 TV. Lue emphasized 
that this program is designed to 
“let residents know the process.” 
For example, she continued, “If it 
takes two years for a tree stump 
to come down, we can show the 
residents why.” 

Additional customer service ben-
efits from technology include the 
provision of uniform customer 
service and the avoidance of un-
necessary repetition in customer 
requests. Lue noted that “regard-
less of the channel you pick,” with 
technology you are able to provide 
customers with the same level of 
responsive and efficient service. 
This increases customer confi-
dence in government programs 
and encourages them to reach 
out to officials because it is both 
convenient and effective. When it 
comes to service requests, tech-
nology saves time for both gov-
ernment officials and citizens. As 
an example, through the Philly311 
mobile app, customers can see if 
someone has already reported an 
issue. They do not need to report 
it and can actually follow the prog-
ress of the other customer’s re-
quest. 

5) Never Stop Improving: 

In her customer service programs, 
Lue is constantly striving to come 
up with new ideas or make small 
adjustments. Recently launched 
initiatives such as the Citizen 
Widget Design Contest, Philly311 
TV, and the Youth Neighborhood 
Liaison program are evidence. 
To show how a small change can 

open doors for improved custom-
er relations, Lue told of how the 
Philly311 mobile app now comes 
in 16 different languages. This 
modification is in response to re-
cent data showing that 21 percent 
of Philadelphia’s residents use Eng-
lish as their second language. With 
this adjustment, Lue and her col-
leagues made the app accessible to 
more citizens. 

Lue encouraged other government 
officials to continue in their efforts 
to improve customer service pro-
grams and develop new, innovative 
ideas for better meeting citizens’ 
needs. She concluded, that by pur-
suing innovation, we could make 
the Agency of the Future a reality. 
More importantly, we would “leave 
things better than how [we] found 
them.” 

Philadelphia’s customer service 
programs are an example of how 
customer engagement in govern-
ment is rapidly changing through 
the incorporation of technology 
and the inclusion of citizen input. 
The lessons learned from Lue’s 
experience in Philadelphia and the 
recommendations from survey 
respondents offer further ideas 
for improvement and innovation. 
Together they present a potential 
roadmap of strategies for creating 
a successful customer service pro-
gram, for overcoming any obsta-
cles and challenges, and for ensur-
ing the continued advancement of 
customer service initiatives in the 
future. The following cheat sheet 
consolidates this information for 
you, offering a primer on the state 
of customer service in govern-
ment and additional resources for 
you to find more information on 
customer service strategies and 
policies. 
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I N  T H E  F U T U R E ,  G O V E R N M E N T  C U S T O M E R  S E R V I C E  W I L L  B E 

“more of a partnership where citizens play a more active role in their services, whether through self serve 

or through informing and influencing the practices of government in providing services.”

- GovLoop Customer Service Survey Respondent
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This report discussed multiple strategies for achieving 
a successful customer service program. Here are the 
highlights:

Strategies for Your Team:

 � Have management establish and communicate standards on what is meant by “good customer service” 
and make sure that management holds employees accountable to those standards.

 � Hire people with strong social skills and provide training on how to effectively interact with customers.
 � Provide opportunities for staff and managers to exchange feedback. 
 � Develop incentives for employees to apply good customer service practices. 
 � Reward employees that practice good customer service and recognize those employees performing above 
and beyond their required duties.

Strategies for Your Tools and Resources: 

 � Create forms and resources (i.e. website, apps, pamphlets, and manuals) that are easy to use for the cus-
tomer.

 � Keep the language direct, simple and friendly. 
 � Use technology and social media to make your agency available to customers 24/7 – and make sure you 
have adequate staffing for it.

Strategies for Your Customers:

 � Provide multiple channels for customers to give feedback on programs and information.
 � Promote citizen engagement to increase transparency and solicit input from customers to better inform 
future policies.

 � Provide a prompt human response to customers’ questions and requests.

Make a call, send an email, post a 
reply, even if it’s just to say, “I will 
get back to you on that issue.”

“ C U S T O M E R S  W I L L  I N T E R A C T  W I T H 

U S  A N Y T I M E .  N O  WA I T I N G  F O R 

C A L L B A C K S  O R  R E P L I E S  O R  M O N D AY S . 

R E S I D E N T S  W I L L  ‘ S E E ’  A L L  T H E  P L A C E S 

G O V E R N M E N T  T O U C H E S  T H E I R  L I V E S 

I N  O N E  P L A C E . ” 

- Survey Respondent

HOW TO BUILD AND KEEP A SUCCESSFUL 
CUSTOMER SERVICE PROGRAM:

DID YOU KNOW?

The majority of government workers 
see their jobs as customer service relat-
ed. Of the 261 respondents to our sur-
vey, 85 percent claimed their positions 
were customer service oriented. 

8 5 %

C U S T O M E R  S E R V I C E 
C H E A T  S H E E T
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W H E N  I  WA N T  T O  K N O W  S O M E T H I N G ,  I  ‘ G O O G L E ’  I T.  O U R 

C U S T O M E R S  W I L L  B E  A B L E  T O  AT TA I N  A N S W E R S  J U S T  T H AT 

Q U I C K LY,  U S I N G  A  S E A R C H ,  A N D  T H E N  I F  T H E  ‘ G O O G L E 

S E A R C H ’  A P P R O A C H  D O E S N ’ T  Y I E L D  R E S U LT S ,  T H E Y  W I L L 

B E  A B L E  T O  A C C E S S  A  P E R S O N  E A S I LY  A N D  Q U I C K LY. ”

- Survey Respondent

C U S T O M E R  S E R V I C E  W I L L  B E  AW E S O M E

C U S T O M E R  S E R V I C E  W I L L  E X C E E D  E X P E C TAT I O N S

“ C U S T O M E R  S E R V I C E  W I L L  W O R K  L I K E  G O O G L E  S E A R C H .

5TOP 5 FUTURE DIRECTIONS OF 
GOVERNMENT CUSTOMER SERVICE: 

Moving forward, you should expect to see the following 5 trends define customer service in government.
 

1)  Spread of Self Service Opportunities: 

From grocery store kiosks to online applications, citizens will access, process, and monitor 
their government requests on a more widespread and frequent basis. 

2)  Growth of Citizen Engagement & Partnership: 

Programs similar to Philly311, which empower citizens to inform and contribute to govern-
ment initiatives, will become more prevalent, allowing for greater collaboration between com-
munities and government officials.  

3)  Move to Mobile Applications: 

Governments will increasingly provide services in the form of mobile apps. Citizens will use 
smartphone features to submit data on issues impacting their daily lives, such as road mainte-
nance, crime incidents, and weather conditions.  

4)  Increased Social Media Interactions: 

More and more government agencies and organizations will communicate with citizens and 
staff members via social media sites, providing information updates and receiving feedback on 
public sector programs.  

5)  Expansion of live, online chats: 

The advancement of technology and the continuing desire of customers to receive a human re-
sponse to their questions and concerns will lead to an expansion in the use of live, online chats 
by government agencies as a means for discussing issues with citizens. 
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A D D I T I O N A L  R E S O U R C E S
Changing Face of Customer Service (Online Training)

Customer Service Hub on GovLoop (Website)

Customer Service Playbook for Government (Guide)

Government Customer Service Improvement Act of 2013 (Legislation)

Innovating at the Point of Citizen Engagement: 7 Government Stories (Guide)

Integrating Multichannel Communication in Government Customer Service (White Paper)

Performance.gov’s Customer Service Tracking (Guide)

HowTo.gov’s Customer Service Tools and Resources (Website)

Re-Imagining Customer Service in Government (Guide)

Social Media Hub on GovLoop (Website)

The Social Media Experiment in Government: Elements of Excellence (Guide)

http://www.govloop.com/profiles/blogs/the-changing-face-of-customer-service-online-training
http://www.govloop.com/page/customer-service-hub
http://www.govloop.com/profiles/blogs/government-customer-service-playbook-game-plan-for-winning-fans
http://www.gop.gov/bill/113/1/hr1660
http://www.govloop.com/profiles/blogs/innovating-the-point-of-citizen-engagement-7-government-stories
http://www.govloop.com/profiles/blogs/integrating-multichannel-communication-in-gov-t-customer-service
http://customerservice.performance.gov/
http://www.howto.gov/customer-experience/customer-service-government
http://www.govloop.com/page/re-imagining-government-customer-service
http://www.govloop.com/social-media
http://www.govloop.com/profiles/blogs/the-social-media-experiment-in-government-elements-of-excellence-
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A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

A B O U T  G O V L O O P
GovLoop’s mission is to connect government to improve government. We aim to inspire public sector pro-
fessionals by acting as the knowledge network for government. The GovLoop community has over 100,000 
members working to foster collaboration, solve problems and share resources across government. 

The GovLoop community has been widely recognized across multiple sectors. GovLoop members come from 
across the public sector. Our membership includes federal, state, and local public servants, industry experts 
and professionals grounded in academic research. Today, GovLoop is the leading site for addressing public sec-
tor issues. 
 
GovLoop works with top industry partners to provide resources and tools to the government community. 
GovLoop has developed a variety of guides, infographics, online training and educational events, all to help 
public sector professionals become more efficient Civil Servants.

LOCATION

GovLoop is headquartered in Washington, D.C., where a team of dedicated professionals shares a common 
commitment to connect and improve government.

GovLoop appreciates the many individuals who shared their experience and expertise with us for this guide 
through a series of surveys and interviews. We especially want to thank Rosetta Carrington Lue for provid-
ing her critical insight into the achievement and maintenance of an effective government customer service 
program.

We also wish to acknowledge and thank our sponsor Zelos for their generous support, without which this 
guide would not have been possible. 

In addition, GovLoop would like to acknowledge the members of its internal team that conducted the survey 
analysis and interview, coalesced the information, and contributed to the creation of this guide:

LEAD WRITER: Sharon McCoy, GovLoop Graduate Fellow 

EDITORS: Steve Ressler, GovLoop Founder and President, Andrew Krzmarzick, GovLoop Director of Com-
munity Engagement, and Pat Fiorenza, GovLoop Senior Research Analyst

LEAD DESIGNER: Jeff Ribeira, GovLoop Senior Interactive Designer

DESIGNER: Russell Yerkes, GovLoop Design Fellow

If you have any questions or feedback pertaining to this guide, please contact andrew@govloop.com.

mailto:andrew@govloop.com
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