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F or decades, the customer experience with 
government contact centers has followed a 
similar pattern: a citizen calls, chooses from a list 

of options and is connected to a live agent who either 
relies on his or her own institutional knowledge or 
refers to a policy manual for answers.

But technology is changing the way citizens want to 
engage with government. With a greater emphasis 
on self-service solutions, digital preference and 
expediency, the traditional methods of communication 
slowly are becoming obsolete or inadequate. 

Critical Research Findings
In an effort to identify current and future technological 
trends within government contact centers, the 
Governing Institute surveyed state-level program 
and IT leaders in August 2016 to gauge where they 
stand in terms of citizen engagement, self-service 
technologies and employee resources. These three 
critical areas present huge opportunities for contact 
center modernization. Government leaders surveyed 
recognize that citizen engagement is a priority for 
most agencies, but their modernization initiatives don’t 
yet completely align with new citizen expectations.



Citizens are changing the way they communicate. 
The majority of government agencies understand 
contact centers play an important role in citizen 
engagement. Agencies also acknowledge that their 
contact centers haven’t kept pace with customer 
demand for digital communication. 

A generational and cultural shift has hastened 
the need for technological innovation. Government’s 
traditional methods of engagement cater to older 
Americans who are accustomed to speaking with a live 
agent, but today’s constituents — especially Millennials 
and digital natives — desire more self-service and  
digital options. 

Addressing staffing challenges remains a key 
priority for agencies. Forty-one percent of survey 
respondents identified the need for knowledgeable staff 
as the primary citizen expectation driving contact center 
modernization — a critical challenge for citizens who interact 
directly with a state worker. Forty-two percent also said that 
automating backend processes helps address this challenge 
by making contact center staff more efficient.

Governments are juggling limited resources and 
high demand. Agencies realize it’s time to change 
outdated processes and legacy systems to support  
and improve long-term citizen engagement needs  
and operational efficiencies. System modernization, 
citizen experience and staffing challenges were all  
cited as concerns by survey respondents.

Modernization is the key. Modernization that includes 
comprehensive self-service tools, a digital engagement 
strategy and enhanced knowledge management 
solutions can help agencies resolve staffing challenges 
and improve service delivery. 

The Status of Government Contact Centers Today
Agencies mostly have the right strategic priorities: 71 percent 
of survey respondents said their agencies have prioritized 
citizen engagement and 62 percent said their contact center 
is an important part of driving this engagement. According 
to respondents, the primary factors driving modernization 
initiatives include speeding time to resolution and streamlining 
processes, simplifying staff access and their ability to respond 
to citizen inquiries, and providing digital citizen support.

 Reliance on Traditional Tools
Still, contact center interactions are heavily rooted in 
traditional communication channels: Seventy-eight percent of 
respondents rely on phone calls with a live agent to engage 
citizens while 57 percent communicate via email. A majority 
use their websites (61%) to engage citizens, but fewer 
leverage social media (36%), mobile (22%), online or text 
messaging (7% and 5%, respectively).

According to Kasey Reagan, program director for Illinois’ 
Department of Human Services (DHS) Link/EBT program, 
agencies need to modernize to keep pace with evolving citizen 
needs. “We are exploring a mobile app — that’s really where I 
think we need to move next,” she says. “To me, we’re playing 
catch up. I feel that the generation and the population that 
we’re serving, they’re already there.”1

 Technology Gaps
Part of the challenge for agencies in driving deeper citizen 
engagement may be that government contact centers 
face several unmet technology needs. Survey respondents 
identified these gaps as limited data-sharing capabilities, lack 
of integrated case management and limited use of knowledge 
management solutions. 

 Cumbersome Processes 
Entrenched business processes are hard to break as well. 
Approximately 60 percent of survey respondents say their 
organization relies on intranet, online and offline policy 
manuals; departmental and personal file stores; internal file 
shares; and the web to answer citizen inquiries. 
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 Disparate Resources
Agencies also are dealing with operational challenges such as 
decentralization, poor connections, lack of efficiency, tighter 
budgets and the retirement of older staff who may take their 
institutional knowledge with them. With nowhere to capture this 
knowledge — and minimal resources to put the mechanisms in 
place to do so — agencies face an uphill climb. 

Solutions for Achieving  
Contact Center Modernization
Contact centers are critical because they drive the majority 
of government interaction with citizens. Most people will visit 
a website or dial a customer service number before they 
drive to city hall to ask a question. Therefore, agencies must 
understand how contact center operations impact customer 
experiences. Modernization can improve contact centers, 
resolve pain points (including staffing, budget and efficiency 
challenges) and enhance citizen engagement.

 Self-Service Tools 
Self-service tools can resolve several pain points for 
customers and staff. They empower citizens to find answers 
to their requests when it’s most convenient, while freeing 
staff to focus on other critical work. One of the most 
frustrating scenarios for staffers is repeatedly answering the 
same customer questions. Voice channels like enhanced 
interactive voice response (IVR) — which creates a 
personalized experience for callers and helps prevent fraud 
— along with new digital tools such as online messaging 

and mobile apps can help customers find answers to their 
most common questions. 

For example, Illinois’ DHS Link/EBT program is using IVR 
to handle the bulk of its calls, which frees staff to attend to 
customers in person when needed. “We want to service 
customers face-to-face when we can and when it’s 
necessary, but that’s the trick — when it’s necessary,” says 
Reagan. “Having the IVR and automated, self-sufficient 
technologies empowers our customers to take control and 
handle things by themselves, which not only gives them 
confidence, but also frees up caseworkers to service them 
face-to-face when it’s truly necessary.”

Research shows that agencies that rely on self-service 
technologies experience a 30 to 50 percent decrease 
in email requests and up to a 30 percent reduction 
in contact center workloads.2 Sixty-four percent of 
the Governing Institute survey respondents said their 
agencies have self-service capabilities; however, 45 
percent said there’s room for improvement. Citizens want 
to self-serve, and governments need them to in order to 
operate more efficiently. 

 Backend Tools: Knowledge Management 
Solutions, CRM & Reporting 
An effective knowledge management solution is critical to 
contact center modernization. As many research respondents 
clarified, though they have an intranet portal for this purpose, 



some institutional knowledge is spread across disparate sources, 
from offline storage drawers and filing cabinets to written manuals 
or employees’ own reference documents stored at their desks. A 
central repository to capture this knowledge and subject matter 
expertise can help agencies quickly resolve citizen requests.

Backend reporting provides an additional layer of knowledge 
capture through citizen self-service activities. If an inquiry cannot be 
resolved through self-service, backend reporting ensures staff have 
access to critical information. Most survey respondents said they 
have implemented backend reporting capabilities with self-service 
technologies. However, only 20 percent of respondents currently 
reference knowledge management solutions to answer citizen 
inquiries and just 25 percent use integrated case management 
or customer relationship management (CRM) systems. These 
tools speed time to resolution, which was identified as the top 
modernization factor for improving employee engagement by  
more than half of respondents.

Backend automation can help contact centers better manage high 
call volumes and resolve customers’ issues quickly and accurately 
— improving the citizen experience. Backend automation 
includes tools that streamline routine processes, scheduling 
and workflows; automated monitoring tools that route customer 
comments to the correct department or agent; and tools that, via 
a simple query, automatically pull information from several internal 
and external government sources into one central database. 

Conclusion
Automation improves citizen engagement by letting citizens interact 
with government the way they want to, and by enabling contact 
center staff to resolve issues quickly and effectively. The Governing 
Institute survey indicates that agencies understand their challenges 
and are willing to address them, but they need the right roadmap 
and resources to do so. The digital revolution has caused citizens 
to demand more from government — agencies can rise to the 
occasion and give citizens what they want while meeting the critical 
needs of their business in a more streamlined manner.

Endnotes
1. All quotes and information from a phone interview with Kasey  

Reagan conducted on September 28, 2016.

2. Eight Steps to Great Customer Experiences for Government  
Agencies” http://www.oracle.com/us/products/applications/ 
8-steps-cust-exp-gov-wp-1560471.pdf

Agency Checklist for Contact Center Modernization
Contact centers are hubs for citizen engagement, but agencies 
need to be strategic about how they approach modernization. 

 Understand Your Needs. Do a needs assessment 
or gap analysis to see where your agency stands from a 
technological standpoint. What self-service tools are in place and 
how are citizens and staff using them? Does your agency have 
a knowledge base? If so, is it an effective tool for staff or does it 
further complicate their day-to-day work?

 Talk to Your Customers. Solicit citizen feedback 
before seeking a technological solution — 55 percent of survey 
respondents either didn’t rate citizens’ experience or didn’t 
know if they did. This insight should inform the online and offline 
customer experience and ensure it’s seamless across channels 
so that citizens get the same answers whether they talk to a 
live agent, self-serve by phone or visit a website. Consistency is 
critical. 

 Improve Operational Efficiency. Take steps to 
understand your internal customers — your employees — and 
what unmet needs must be addressed to improve their efficiency 
and productivity. Most respondents indicated that integrated 
case management and data sharing were key issues. These 
may require a technological solution, but cultural changes within 
organizations and new operational rules and processes also can 
facilitate more integration and collaboration.

 Use What You’ve Got. Leverage existing policy manuals, 
subject matter expertise and data available within intranet portals 
to enhance self-service tools, knowledge management solutions 
and to introduce more automation into business processes.

 Implement a Governance Process for 
Improvement. Once new technologies and business 
processes are established, agencies should continually solicit 
feedback from customers and employees to allocate resources 
for improving and modernizing their contact center via IVR, digital 
communication channels and backend reporting. 

Produced by: Sponsored by:
To read the citizen engagement blog,  
visit: info.contactsolutions.com/
citizen-engagement-blog


