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introduction
Planning departments are undeniably moving towards automation. a 
recent study by Planetizen surveyed 300 planning departments and 
discovered:

•	 99% of cities have a 
dedicated planning web site

•	 59% are mobile-friendly

•	 85% publish their zoning 
code online

•	 47% use a gis tool to display 

properties

•	 35% of cities offer online 
permitting

•	 Between 2015 and 2017, 
online permitting grew from 
21% usage to 35%

Paladin Data Systems has been studying best practices in local 
government permitting for over a decade as we have developed our 
permitting system, SmartgoV. our focus on best practices informs 
the design of our products making them useful to the widest range of 
governments. it also help us work with our clients to solve common 
permitting challenges, using knowledge and experience from dozens 
of other jurisdictions. 

this solutions paper gathers our experience regarding best practices 
into four simple categories:

•	 collaboration

•	 Analysis

•	 simplification

•	 Awareness

these recommendations were gathered from Paladin’s experience, 
and also from groups like the Washington State governor’s office of 
regulatory assistance, the Latimore company, the State Department 
of community, trade, and economic Development, and the municipal 
research and Services center. in addition, we included input from 
applicant users -the Homebuilders association of the tri-cities, the 
clark county community Development Department, and the master 
Builders association. 

collaboration

Analysis

simplification

Awareness
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customers At the center
the most efficient planning departments maintain a clear customer 
focus that drives responsiveness. they are flexible, inclusive, and 
provide alternatives that create loyalty and satisfaction. Keeping a 
focus on responding efficiently to customers’ needs is at the core of 
any successful planning process.

customer service requires a few simple criteria:

•	 Be a step ahead: use a 
proactive approach that 
anticipates applicant needs. 

•	 set clear expectations:  
communication outcomes 
clearly – even when the 
government is saying “no”, or 
denying a permit, customers 
will respond better if the 
answer is clear and well-
explained.

•	 Be quick: the time it takes 
to respond is important as 
quick responses generate 
good will, and good will 
makes customer service 
easier. 

•	 repeat as necessary: 
efficiency matters, but be 
prepared and willing to 
explain issues repeatedly, 
either on paper or in person. 

Private businesses succeed or fail, based on their customer service. But 
customer satisfaction matters just as much in government services:  
commerce does not require the same transparency and accessibility 
that citizens expect of government.

as a recent mcKinsey Study “improving the customer experience to 
achieve government-agency goals” concluded, “a focus on improving 
the citizen experience—for instance, making it easier to complete a 
transaction in a more timely manner—can improve the citizen’s 
voluntary compliance, make the delivery of services more cost effective, 
and improve the citizen’s trust in government.”

improving the citizen 
experience—for instance, 
making it easier to 
complete a transaction in 
a more timely manner—
can improve the citizen’s 
voluntary compliance, make 
the delivery of services 
more cost effective, and 
improve the citizen’s trust 
in government.”

mcKinsey & co

When we review best practices for automating permitting, we group 
them into 4 categories: collaboration, analysis, Simplification, and 
awareness. all of these categories are grounded in customer focus and 
a strong service orientation.

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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collABorAtion 
Permitting and planning must be 
collaborative, rather than adversarial. 
customers need to be reassured 
throughout the process that city Hall 
wants to protect their interests and help 
citizens succeed. collaboration puts 
everyone at ease. applicants often feel 
outgunned by city hall and begin by 
assuming an adversarial position. this is 

unnecessary and counterproductive for all involved. 

take opportunities to engage applicants and stakeholders early and 
often. Let them know you can guide them away from common pitfalls 
that delay the permitting process. many successful jurisdictions 
engage applicants before they file the application. reviewers examine 
proposals and explain requirements. this can influence the project in 
its design stage and avoid adverse consequences before they become 
a bigger issue. 

urge applicants to take this same collaborative approach towards 
neighbors and community interest groups by soliciting their opinions 
and addressing objections before the application is filed and the 
expense of modification increases. 

engagement can range from responsive counter or telephone support 
for small-scale projects, to pre-application meetings for complex 
proposals. engagement services should be optimized:

counter services:  Some jurisdictions rotate senior staff through 
counter and phone support to ensure consistent messaging. use your 
front-desk staff as the first line of review and information: train them 
to recognize red-flag issues before they’re compounded. 

pre-application meetings:  Help your applicant arrive prepared 
for their pre-application meetings: make sure they have compiled 
enough information to make it worthwhile. Data about the site and 
initial project objectives is necessary, but the design should remain 
open in case modifications are needed. Some jurisdictions charge 
for pre-application meetings but this can decrease the willingness of 
applicants to attend. in either case, the benefits of a pre-application 
meeting must be clear to the applicant. 

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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case managers: Some jurisdictions use case managers to create 
a centralized contact that organizes and implements the work of the 
specialists. this also gives the applicant a single contact that knows 
the entire project. the use of case managers may be more realistic for 
larger jurisdictions, but smaller jurisdictions can try to simple contact 
processes. 

use online communication: Publishing clear guidelines and 
requirements makes every step of collaboration easier. a simple 
guide to the pre-application might provide a checklist of what 
documents to bring, or help applicants decide if they are ready for a 
meeting. many jurisdictions publish their full building code online. 
use the site to publish notices, schedules, timelines or changes 
to minimize customer frustrations. many jurisdictions are moving 
to social media to announce new information for their customers. 
engagement and collaboration start with communication, yet the 
majority of government agency leaders admit that they need to improve 
communication. a study from Vision highlighted how agencies need to 
increase digital communication:  “the majority of civic leaders said that 
citizen engagement is impactful in 2017. But only 8% think that their 
own agencies are performing optimally in engagement; 18% ranked 
themselves as engaging poorly. in fact, limited engagement was cited 
as a top concern for government web sites. Several leaders mentioned 
a need for more feedback from citizens to know where they should 
improve web services.”

regardless of which engagement processes you use, staff flexibility 
is critical to successful collaboration. the boom-and-bust cycle 
associated with building often translates to backlogs during the 
boom and layoffs during the bust. Preserving a core department that 
maintains prompt service regardless of economic climate is another 
hallmark of successful jurisdictions. many cross-train core staff so 
they can continue providing a full range of services during slow times. 
consider how your staff processes will scale up or down for seasonal 
demand or communities that are growing rapidly.

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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AnAlysis 
many jurisdictions have developed 
their procedures using ad hoc methods 
that solve the problem of the moment 
– without realizing that inefficiencies 
and bottlenecks are developing 
between steps. as time passes, informal 
procedures become formalized until no 
one remembers why it’s done that way. 

the interaction of these ad hoc methods 
is often responsible for the inefficiencies that hold back competent, 
busy staff. Yet it can be hard to find the time or resources for a top-down 
analysis of procedures in resource-strapped departments. analysis 
understandably becomes a lower priority than immediate day-to-day 
needs. 

moving to software automation makes it simple gather this kind of data. 
the time needed for analysis is significantly decreased. Proper analysis 
reveals the whole system which in turn makes improvements obvious. 
focusing on three metrics makes it easier to evaluate your system: 
process, performance, and cost. 

start with process maps. a process map details all the steps 
involved for each task you manage. for each task, document: 

•	 who carries it out, including 
their availability; 

•	 the time it takes to perform 
the task, including required 
notice, appeal periods or 
waiting periods; and 

•	 the total time the task 
consumed from start 
to finish, including any 
time spent waiting for 
dependencies. 

once the map is assembled you can begin targeting those tasks with 
short performance times but long wait times. the map will also point 
out low-value tasks that can be eliminated or folded into other tasks. 

consider new sequences. rearrangement of the sequence of 
tasks is another area to examine. all participants in the process should 
contribute to the development of the map which must document 
the actual existing workflow. this makes proposed changes easier to 
implement since the participants understand the benefit of the change. 

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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measure and refine. once improvements are implemented make 
sure to continue measuring the results and streamlining the procedures. 
the analysis is on-going. Some suggested metrics to compile as part of 
your analyses are: 

•	 elapsed time from submittal 
to decision by permit type 

•	 Applicant-caused wait times 

•	 Actual department 
processing times (excluding 
wait times) 

•	 the number of cycles needed 
to correct deficiencies (that 
is, the number of times a 
permit’s submittals are 
reviewed, annotated, and 
sent back to the applicant to 
correct deficiencies) 

•	 the number of pending 
inspections by permit type 

•	 the number of applications 
by decision 

•	 the number of inspections by 
decision 

•	 permit volumes across 
multiple years

•	 permit volume to staffing-
level ratios

•	 customer satisfaction ratings

•	 department morale 

•	 the duration of each 
deficiency cycle 

•	 the number of pending 
applications by permit type 

once you have the metrics, you need to consider the goals of the 
jurisdiction, the budget, and statutory limitations. make allowance 
for local circumstances and decide what needs focus. Some areas to 
contemplate include response time to inquiries, permit turn-around 
times, and customer experience. Your small changes can have big 
impact. 

the ability to almost 
immediately have the 
system respond to 
changing business needs, 
such as new permit types, 
new or changing business 
rules, and new or changing 
fees, has been the greatest 
benefit. 

We believe it is conservative 
to say that we are 
experiencing a 25 to 35 
percent reduction in 
overall time from permit 
application to final date.” 

it director, coconino county

use the right tools. How you gather the data you need to make 
substantive changes will depend in large part on your software’s 
ability to manage and report on the metrics and workflows of your 
organization. When properly implemented, information technology can 
be responsible for significant gains in efficiency and customer service. 
Successful jurisdictions use a variety of products from permit tracking 
and reporting with mapping and business graphics to public web 
portals. When selecting permitting software make sure it also tracks 
workflow and project management so that it automatically produces 
reports from which process maps can be built. 

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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invest in a citizen services portal. Public web portals create 
savings and efficiencies because they take traditional counter activities 
and automate them. they answer questions, make forms available, 
take applications and submittals, schedule inspections, provide status 
reports, and offer a variety of other functions. in addition, make sure 
your permitting software allows you to choose what data is available 
on the public portal. for example, you may want to suppress the names 
of complainants in code enforcement cases, or exclude fee and fine 
amounts. 

traditionally, government has favored on-site enterprise-wide 
data solutions but that is changing quickly. Since 2014, the federal 
government has led the shift to the cloud with their cloudfirst policy, 
stating that cloud solutions should be considered first priority over 
local data centers. State and local agencies have followed suit. the 
savings, security, access, and flexibility of cloud-based solutions make 
them especially attractive to smaller agencies as the overhead in 
hardware, software and it personnel is greatly decreased. in addition, 
cloud based software can be accessed from anywhere providing the 
user has a web browser, and data security is increased. current trends 
indicate that as much as 80% of critical it functions will be cloud-
based by the end of 2018.

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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simplificAtion 
Simplification starts with very clear 
expectations and requirements, so that 
applications only have to be reviewed 
once at each step.

incomplete applications are the most 
common cause of permitting delays. 
a partially complete application may 
contain just enough to start the review, 
but not enough for every department to 

complete their process. 

But more often, starting work on incomplete applications causes 
confusion and redundant work -- adding up to a loss in efficiency. 
Develop a procedure that requires complete applications with all 
necessary submittals before beginning any review process. 

each permit type should have its own submittals list, just as each permit 
type has its own fees list. this is something that should be built into 
your permitting software and can be managed by counter personnel in 
conjunction with the applicant. 

once everything on the submittals list is filed, it can be accepted as 
complete and routed to plan review staff. there will be some projects 
that require a wider range of skills to determine if the submissions 
are correct. in these cases, successful jurisdictions schedule intake 
meetings. these intake meetings are attended by plan review staff, the 
applicant, the designer, contractor, and any other involved parties and 
generally take less than an hour. During these meetings an interactive 
screening of the project generally clears up any issues. 

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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once the plan review stage is reached, continue managing the project 
according to specific segmented cycles that are clearly defined. 
one of the keys to success is all departments conduct their review 
simultaneously. this plan review cycling looks something like this:

Plan review cycling controls two clocks, one for the time it takes you 
to process the permit, and one for the time it takes for the applicant to 
respond. it’s imperative that review periods occur simultaneously and 
within a specifically defined period. 

cycling is another function that should be built into your software 
because it not only uses the most efficient methods to streamline your 
procedures, but it creates data that can be used in process analysis to 
further simplify your operation. 

cycling represents a standard by which you can ensure continuity, 
but most successful jurisdictions don’t stop there. they continue 
standardizing repeatable processes until those standards drive the 
process. You begin by isolating your repeatable processes, analyzing 
and simplifying the steps, and building those into your systems. 

examples include: parcel assignment; contractor and other contacts 
assignment; contractor license checks; project valuation calculation; 
fixture identification; structures descriptions; fees calculation; 
conditions specification; required inspections identification; etc. 
Defining the workflows, steps, actions, and dependencies for each 
permit type or code enforcement case type will ensure the most efficient 
procedure is applied to processing each activity. 

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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We have already achieved 
positive results in improved 
interdepartmental 
relationships, process 
management, customer 
service and cost savings. 
the system is win-win - for 
Kitsap county government 
and, most importantly, for 
the taxpayers and property 
owners we serve.” 

commissioner, Kitsap 
county

AwAreness 
everyone in the process from applicants, 
consultants, and other agencies to elected 
officials, the public, and the permitting 
staff need to feel they’re on solid ground. 

the best way to achieve this is to be clear 
and transparent about the processes used 
to regulate land development, permitting, 
construction, and inspections. Providing 
everyone with clear guidelines allows 

them to participate in the process to the most favorable and efficient 
outcome. 

create forums and seminars. Some successful jurisdictions hold 
seminars that allow the development of personal relationships with 
customers or hold informal meetings to discuss misconceptions that 
often delay the permit process. these forums prepare applicants for 
the future and increase the probability they will contact the department 
early which makes the permitting process more effective. 

ongoing staff education. in addition, these successful jurisdictions 
also stress more rounded education for staff. they familiarize everyone 
with the bigger regulatory situation, and schedule meetings between 
departments, agencies and elected officials. they even expand their 
outreach to include regional, state and federal contacts. Because 
when everyone has some understanding of what everyone else does 
streamlining occurs organically on all levels. 

choose the right tools. and finally, these jurisdictions place high 
value on making discriminating choices when selecting tools. they are 
diligent about finding systems that empower their end users both on the 
jurisdiction level and on the individual user level. the jurisdiction needs 
tools that allow it to implement its on-going improvements to procedure, 
and the individual user needs systems that can be optimized to their 
specialties. Selection of the wrong tool can represent significant losses 
in time and money, and the inertia of users habituated to substandard 
routines can take years to change. the extra time it takes to make a 
truly informed decision almost always ends up being worth it. 

www.smartgovcommunity.com
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conclusion 
the best practices detailed in this white 
paper represent not only lessons learned 
by Paladin Data Systems in their work with 
a range of jurisdictional clients, but also 
the lessons learned by over one hundred 
and twenty other jurisdictions both large 
and small. it’s not difficult for bigger 
jurisdictions to see the benefit of these 
best practices since their size makes the 

savings commensurately larger. But sometimes smaller jurisdictions 
assume the economy of scale makes these practices inappropriate. 
the data says otherwise. any jurisdiction can improve customer 
satisfaction and department efficiency by implementing these best 
practices regardless of size, especially when using information systems 
to automate the workflows. 

read more about government innovation & civic tech on the SmartgoV 
blog at smartgovcommunity.com/news-events/

gov 2.0 is innovation and collaboration

How to create innovation in government

La Story: technology is about the customer

customer experience for government

future of city Planning tools
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ABout smArtgov
SmartgoV manages permitting, licensing and 
code enforcement with a suite of tools that 
can be customized to meet your planning 
department’s needs. our modular design 
allows you to build a custom online permitting 
solution with off-the-shelf blocks. the result 
is agile, flexible, and cost effective.
online permitting and licensing saves time 
and money, while improving customer 
service. Define and track as many permit or 
license types as you need including contacts, 
contractors, submittals, workflow steps, 
conditions, bonds, and any custom fields you 
want. See your permits and licenses plotted 
on a map, grouped by any criteria you care 
to define, or turned into instant reports. 
You can attach any number of parcels, fees, 
inspections, related actions, notes, pictures, 
documentation, etc. and manage your process 
lifecycles using priorities you define.

Learn more about SmartgoV and how it can 
help your jurisdiction.
smartgovcommunity.com  or  (877) 367-4572

SmartgoV is a product of Paladin Data 
Systems, a provider of customer government 
solutions founded in 1994, based in Poulsbo, 
Washington. 
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