Transforming Your Government
Website Into a Digital City Hall

How to Overcome Community Engagement Challenges
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Introduction

A resident’s visit fo city hall often includes common tasks such as getting a permit or
paying a fine, or those more focused on maintaining our democracy like voting and
atfending public meetings. These real-world actions have merged with more modern
forms of digital government, as more citizens opt to skip the trip to city hall and instead

complete these activities online when it's convenient for them.

Government websites are the dominant platform for providing services and relevant
information to citizens. However, many governments still struggle to meet people’s digital

demands - falling short in a few key areas related fo:
Website fechnology and design
Digital engagement

Digital tasks and services

The following report examines these common engagement challenges and offers

actionable solutions for how to overcome them.



About the Report

This report is co-written by Jacqueline Lambiase, professor of Strategic Communication
and co-director of the Certified Public Commmunicator Program at Texas Christian
University (TCU), and Martin Lind, Vice President of Services and Business Development af

Granicus.

The “Research Shows” sections are authored by Lambiase and are based on her

2018 academic study, Searching for City Hall, Digital Democracy, and Public-Making

Rhetoric: U.S. Municipal Websites and Citizen Engagement, which analyzed 200

city website homepages fo better understand and evaluate the ways in which city
websites invite citizen participation. The “In the Field” sections are authored by Lind and
highlightGranicus’ perspective on the research, paired with real-world examples of

effective community engagement strategies.
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Most City Websites Take
an Internal Orientation

Challenge

Many government websites
are structured like a city
organization chart, making it
difficult for users to intuitively
find information and
navigate the site.

Solution

Implement responsive,
search-cenfric design,
easy-to-understand service
menus, and accessibility best
practices.

@GRANICUS

Key Takeaways

Digital Engagement is
Lacking on City Websites

Challenge

Very few government
websites provide dedicated
spaces for interactive, two-
way conversations, and
engagement opportunifies
are often difficult to find.

Solution

Leverage website technology
that supports the creation of
dedicated discussion forums
and allows users to opt-in
for topical notifications. Also,
feature information about
engagement opportunities in
one location on the website.

Optimization Means
Putting the Citizen First

Challenge

While government welbsites
do a good job of providing
digital services, it's
imperative for agencies o
confinually optimize services
based on citizens’ evolving
needs.

Solution

Conduct user-experience
research and website data
analysis fo identify the most
common tasks to feature on
the homepage, and optimize
by device to enhance user
experience.







Research Shows...

While most of the 200 city websites analyzed contained valuable information, many were based on city structures and

organizational charts, rather than how a website visitor thinks about completing a fask. Some common pitfalls included:

:=| Lack of Engagement-Focused Activities
Many websites in the study only provided information regarding city services, often displayed as a “laundry list”
of departments at the expense of engagement-focused activities such as interactive discussion forums, citizen

feedback surveys, and report-a-problem links.
% Non-Responsive Design

City websites without digital access across various devices fail in delivering useful information, engagement

opportunities, and digital services to their increasingly mobile audience.

He]-
N
o

©)
=
<
®
2,
=
3
2
D
®
5
©)
et
Q.
3
@.
5
®
o
o
-
3
©)
o
o}
C
(2
®

@GRANICUS



Finding 1 | Most City Websites Take an Internal Orientation

With more ways to connect, governments are now in a position to engage with citizens in new and powerful ways. To keep
pace, the most sophisticated agencies are investing in their digital presence, particularly their websites. Unfortunately, many

fall short.

At every level, government must focus on ifs digital presence because that's where their customers are:

909% of U.S. citizens use the Internet

77% own smartphones

7 39% have broadband services at home

699 use social media regularly

Pew Research, 2017

G eraNICUS


http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/01/12/evolution-of-technology/

In the Field...

Website visitors” expectations for government sites are nearly equal to their expectations of the private sector. Few people

visiting your website will excuse poor design, navigation or unintelligible jargon because the site ends in a .gov URL.

Governments must meet their customers’ digital expectations with better welbsite implementation focused on technology,

design, mobile responsiveness, and accessibility.

mobile device.

Q Nearly half of all traffic to local government websites comes from a
Granicus Benchmark Report, 2018

@GRANICUS


https://newsroom.accenture.com/news/citizen-satisfaction-with-digital-government-services-doubles-in-two-years-accenture-report-shows.htm

Tips for improving user experience on your website:

\X Break Down Departmental Silos with Intuitive Navigation
Take a cue from Amazon'’s website that manages to make an extensive amount of information easily accessible.
Consider adding a navigational structure that personalizes the experience - is the visitor on your website there fo
‘work," “live,” or “play”? A search-centric homepage gives users a direct route to the information they seek, and a
service look-up fool can make it easy to find common tasks like “paying a parking ticket” These are just a few of the
many ways to create a more intuitive navigational structure designed around your user vs. your internal organizational

sfructure.

@ Implement Accessibility Best Practices

Follow accessibility best practices like using alt text fo describe images, headings to help users navigate, color contrast

standards to ensure users with visual impairments can access the content, and closed captions for your videos so

visitors with difficulty hearing can follow along. Also keep in mind that the average U.S. adult reads at an eight-grade

level, so ensure you are using plain, easy fo understand language. For example, instead of “Economic Development”

say “Business," instead of “Solid Waste” say “Trash

®») Build a Responsive Website
In a recent study, Granicus found that about half of all traffic to local government websites comes from a mobile
device. With so much traffic coming from mobile, websites are going beyond responsive to create mobile websites.
These mobile websites should emulate the app environment and offer a customized view vs. the desktop view to

ensure an optimal mobile experience.

@GRANICUS


https://webaim.org/standards/wcag/checklist
http://www.clearlanguagegroup.com/readability/
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See It in Action: Intuitive Navigation

City of Clearwater, FL

- The City of Clearwater's homepage

TLREER ]
> EDLRTEE i

ST T features bright imagery that reflects

the community’s beach culture, while
personalizing the experience with
prominent buttons that provide persona-
based navigation to funnel users to the
most common tasks based on why the
website visitor wants fo engage with

Clearwater: work, live or play.

T Want to be like Clearwater?

< Learn more at granicus.com/solution/qgovaccess
|
|



http://www.myclearwater.com/home
https://granicus.com/solution/govaccess
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Research Shows...

Of the 200 websites analyzed, the study identified several under-utilized opportunities for interactive engagement, including:

@ Online Discussion Forums

Only about 1% of the city websites in the study included full descriptions of digital discussion areas on their homepages.

One example of this is Newport, Rhode Island, whose main site is created by Granicus and features a homepage

link called “"Engage Newport” which goes to a microsite where residents can research and suggest ideas — a great
example of how a city can engage citizens by transparently sharing information and requesting feedback. However,

this type of interactive engagement space was the exception.

i Easy Access to Engagement Portals
Only eight city websites out of 200 had hyperlinks on their homepages to discussion spaces for residents and citizens,
where they could interact with others on dedicated discussion topics. Some cities included hyperlinks fo discussion
spaces in the footers of their homepage, which could be missed due to size and placement of the link wording. Others
featured links fo engagement spaces within a homepage carousal of rotating images, which may be ignored due to
its similarity fo a website banner advertisement. However, these interactive discussion spaces, although sometimes
difficult to find, are important for cities to have available as they experiment with new ways to engage stakeholders

through any topic that attracts interaction.

@ Clear Directions for Contacting Local Government
Not everyone wants to — or is capable of — completing their task on a city website. However, if a resident needed to visit
or call city hall, 73 out of 200 cities in the study did not provide an address on the homepage, and many did not provide
a phone number. If residents or businesses wanted to contact elected officials directly, only 10 included that information
on the homepage itself, though 115 cities had that information available on another webpage one click further in.

Seventy-five city websites forced residents fo click at least twice to find addresses or phone numbers for city hall.

@GRANICUS


http://www.cityofnewport.com

While cities struggled to provide easy access to dedicated discussion spaces and contact information, they successfully

engaged website visitors in several other ways, including:

Invitations to get involved, attend meetings, and to interact with city leaders

Access to agendas, live streaming, video recordings, and minutes of council meetings

Bidding and request for proposal opportunities for businesses

More than 80% promoted upcoming events or city council meetings and featured links to social media pages for further
engagement; however, less than 40% offered opportunities for users to provide direct feedback or report non-emergency

issues like potholes, snow removal, or graffiti.

Overall, people living and working in more than half of the studied cities would find it hard to contribute ideas, to getf involved

in their communities, to locate city hall's address or phone number, or to contact elected officials through these websites.

9 Only 4% of city websites had direct links from their homepage to city-
c owned discussion spaces.

@GRANICUS



In the Field...

Most every agency wants a website to build community engagement. They aspire to create a space where their customers can

connect with local leadership, find information, and participate in civic discourse. While research shows that digital engagement

is still an area that governments need to work on improving, technology is making it easier to achieve.

@GRANICUS



Best practices to boost citizen engagement on your website:

Create Dedicated Discussion Spaces

Promote engagement and community feedback through dedicated discussion boards within your agency website.

Engagement technologies make it possible for website managers to post discussion fopics, invite coommentary, and

moderate the discussion fo provide two-way communication and assure users that their opinions have been heard.
Further encourage participation through use of inclusive, conversational language to make government feel more

approachable.

><] Offer Notification Opt-Ins

Integrate a notification solution that allows citizens to subscribe to topics that matter most to them. The alerts will

drive the customer back to the website to get more information and, if appropriate, provide feedback to the agency

on the fopic.

@k Take a Multi-Channel Approach
To truly reach customers wherever they are, agencies must use a variety of digital communications channels - from
email and social media, fo text messaging and video. However, make sure every tweet, post, and message links back

to the agency website for more information. This will establish your website as the trusted voice of authority.

@GRANICUS


https://granicus.com/solution/govaccess
https://granicus.com/solution/govdelivery/

See It in Action: Discussion Forum

GET INVOLVED

City of Los Angeles Proposal

Culver City promotes citizen
engagement in several ways, most
nofable with its “Get Involved” page -

a dedicated discussion forum where

the city can post discussion topics and
solicit community feedback. Website
visitors can post comments and reply
to others’ comments to create a public
discourse and subscribe to the topic for
ongoing updates. The city’s moderator
can monitor comments to ensure the

feedback is kept civil.



http://www.culvercity.org
https://www.culvercity.org/live/get-involved
mailto:info%40granicus.com?subject=

See It in Action: Information-Rich Footer

COLUMBIA COUNTY

m 2
Vendor Lirary snimal  New Residonts To make it easier for people to engage

Services Services

with government, take a cue from

and ensure you have

a good footer that includes pertinent
PUBLIC RECORDS REQUEST + COLUMBIA COUNTY LEADERSHIP
— contact information and other key

links. Users intuitively look to footers for

CONTACT & CONNECT TRANSPARENCY QUICKLINKS

addresses, phone numbers, social links

and other opportunities to connect.



http://www.columbiacountyga.gov
https://granicus.com/solution/govaccess
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Research Shows...

Although the majority of city homepages lacked capacity for citizen engagement, they did more often address their residents
as customers by highlighting digital services — which is stfill an important aspect of building trust and supporting more informed

and active communities. These homepages guided users fo a wide range of services, including:

Text Alerts and Newsletters Maps
Tax Information bl Building Permits
Snow-Removal Schedules Library Services
Trash and Recycling Collection Bill Paying

For those customers who prefer fo complete their tasks over the phone or in person vs. on the city website, nearly 65% of sites

offered easy one- or two-click access to department or city employee contact information.

O The majority of city websites offer digital services, and 65% feature
C quick links to departments and employees.

@GRANICUS



In the Field...

While cities are getting better atf treating their websites as digital service portals, there’s always room for improvement.
Sophisticated governments can take it to the next level and enhance customer experience through more intuitive navigation
and unigue routing options for different types of users, while providing more personalized experiences based on persona and

device, and continually optimizing website design from the users’ perspective.

@GRANICUS



Tips to better serve your community:

228 Get to Know Your Audience
To identify the digital services that are most relevant to your community, start by conducting user experience research.
This can include Google Analytics and heatmap data to identify areas of interest o users; a community survey or
focus group to get more direct citizen feedback, and user testing, in which you observe a person frying fo complete
a common task on your website, fo identify points of confusion. The aim of all this research is to build a website that

istailored to meet the unique needs of your community.

Optimize Digital Services by Device

Look at your website analytics and you'll see that some services are more commonly accessed on certain devices.
Once you understand how your customers use your website, be sure to optimize tasks by device. For example,
consider building a customized mobile homepage (different from the desktop homepage) that features mobile-

specific tasks.

Build a Digital Service Portal

i

Remember that people often come to government websites to accomplish tasks, so consider how you can make it
as easy as possible for them fo find what they are looking for with intuitive navigation and minimal clicks. Feature the

most commonly requested tasks directly on the homepage with easy fo understand service menus, like “I Want To...”

or "How Do |... to help users find what they need in one digital location. This could include links to discussion forums,
agendas, contact information, bill pay, etc. An engaged citizen looking for these items will then find other connections

for engagement.

@GRANICUS


https://go.granicus.com/top-tasks-city-websites-whitepaper.html

See It in Action: Personalized Digital Experience

Yuma County, AZ

On a mission to create a digital service

portal, Yuma County built an interactive

live chat feature within their website to
provide a more personalized digital

experience and help users quickly

GATEWAY OF THE
& GREAT SOUTHWEST

access services and complete tasks.
By clicking online chat from any page

within the website, the user initiates

a conversation directly with county
staff. From there, a Yuma County
representative can answer questions,

help the user complete tasks, and direct

them to information and services.

Se Ready to create a personalized experience for your audience?
© Contact us for a free consultation at info@granicus.com.

|

|



http://www.yumacountyaz.gov/
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See It in Action: Mobile-Optimized Service Portal

View 'Stormwater Management In Calcasieu Parish 2.0
Reiderts are nceneaged e —

NEWS DEPARTMENTS

MEETINGS & E'
.636' e
Tl Policejury

S0P 7005
06

vvvvvvvvvvv

BUSINESS  GOVERNMENT
LICENSES

Report a Problem

Find Your Police Juror

Service Directol

=_) Ready to optimize?

< Learn more at granicus.com/solution/govaccess.

Calcasieu Parish Police
Jury, LA

To engage its highly mobile

community, Calcasieu Parish Police
Jury built a customized mobile
homepage with an app-like display
featuring the most common mobile
tasks so smartphone users can easily
report an issue or access services with

a single click.


http://www.cppj.net
http://www.cppj.net
granicus.com/solution/govaccess

Summary & Recommendations

Research suggests that local government still has work fo do fo improve community engagement on their websites. As a
primary space for idea exchange that is visible to all citizens, successful government websites must use technology and design

that invites community engagement, with a focus on citizen-centric content, accessibility, and mobile responsiveness.

To better understand citizens’ digital needs and expectations, governments must embark on digital customer experience

studies, as much as they attend fo face-tfo-face meetings or phone customer service.

Additionally, governments should feature a dedicated citizen-engagement page on their websites, with links to:

Real-fime digital discussion forums Social media channels

On-going citizen surveys and resident polling Report-a-problem links
Customer service information

Calendars of upcoming meetings with agendas

Minutes and videos of past meetings Events calendar

QOO

A directory with contact information and locations

@
for elected officials and department leadership

ﬁﬁ&@@
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Local government leaders must develop and prioritize a coordinated digital strategy. Though challenging,
agencies must foster an environment of digital experimentation, pilot projects, and well-planned
engagement strategies focused around the content and services on their websites. This coordinated effort
means the promise of digital citizen participation may finally be realized.

o Ready to transform your government website into a digital city hall?
-\§f/ - Learn more by visiting granicus.com/solution/govaccess, or contact us foday for a
free consultation at info@granicus.com.

= November Ballot Measures G -
= On July 31, 2018, the Sausalito City Council voted unanimously to :

place Measures L and M on the ballot for the municipal election

on November 6.
READ MORE > - I
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About Granicus

Granicus provides tfechnology and services that empower
government organizations to create seamless digital experiences
for the people they serve. By offering the industry’s leading cloud-
based solutions for communications, content management, meeting
and agenda management, and digital services to over 4,000 public
sector organizations, Granicus helps tfurn government missions

into quantifiable realities. Granicus products connect more than

185 million people, creating a powerful network to enhance citizen
engagement. By optimizing decision-making processes, Granicus
strives to help government see better outcomes and a greater
impact for the citizens they serve.




