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The Future Is Now 
Improving the Citizen Experience in the Federal Government  

In an era where personal assistance is just a 
smartphone button or living room call away, 
technology has rapidly changed how American citizens 
receive and expect service. However, amid the 
innovative advances, many government agencies are 
struggling to adapt their services in a way that is not 
only technologically advanced, but also best suited to 
meet citizen needs. How can a website be best 
designed to guide a citizen through thousands of 
various services? How can a contact center help put 
callers at ease, rather than frustrate or further confuse 
them? It all comes down to one underlying perspective 
that unifies technological and process development: 
the citizen experience.  
 
What is the citizen experience? 
 
As the federal government looks to improve its 
effectiveness in delivering services, citizen experience 
(CX) is key to efforts in modernization, agency reform, 
and transformation. But in order for these efforts to 
succeed, it’s vital that agencies recognize both what 
CX is and what it isn’t.  
  
For starters, let’s consider what CX is. Every interaction 
a citizen has with a government service or agency - 
whether online, by mail, or in-person - contributes to 
some type of impression of that agency: was service 
punctual? Could information be accessed easily? Did 
the agency record and act on data from prior 
interactions, or was each communication just a 
frustrating repetition of the first? Was the citizen 
treated with respect and care? Depending on the 
quality of services offered at each step along the way,  

 
these interactions combine to form the citizen’s overall 
perception of the government servicer (and by 
extension, the entire government itself).  
  
That means CX is much more than a technology 
facelift or customer service manifesto. Whereas 
technology can help deliver solutions faster and to 
wider audiences, it’s still by nature agnostic to the 
concerns of individual citizens. Case in point: the most 
user-centric website will still be undercut by a 
department policy that backlogs citizen inquiries over 
the phone. Likewise, relegating CX to customer service 
is also misguided, prone as this is to the jurisdiction of 
a single department (e.g., HR) rather than the broader 
culture lived by employees at all levels in the 
organization. An agency can treat its customers 
courteously, but still fail at CX if any link in the 
communication chain is broken along the way. 
 
That’s why proactive, citizen-minded government is the 
bedrock for sustaining a positive citizen experience. 
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The multiple interactions along the way, whether via 
phone calls, online requests, or in-person interactions, 
all contribute to an individual’s confidence in that 
agency’s ability to serve their needs. 
 
 Ongoing Efforts  
 
The federal government has striven in recent years to 
improve agency performance and service delivery. In 
2010, the Government Performance and Results Act 
mandated agencies to collect metrics that measured 
customer service, efficiency, and other outcome 
indicators.1 In 2011, Executive Order 13571 sought to 
streamline service delivery, mandating agencies to 
establish individualized customer service plans.2 
Further initiatives, including the Digital Government 
Strategy3 and Digital Services Playbook4, have built on 
these efforts by disseminating best practices for 
agencies to implement customer-driven technologies. 
  
However, federal agencies continue to receive low 
marks when it comes to CX. A 2015 Government 
Business Council report revealed that despite 
employee confidence in agency services, public 
satisfaction with federal customer service is at an 
eight-year low.5 Meanwhile, a 2016 Forrester survey of 
21 major industries placed the federal government last 
in customer service, noting that government has a 
“near monopoly on the worst experiences.”6 
  
Not all agencies have been subject to such criticism. A 
select few — like the Small Business Administration 
and U.S. Postal Service (USPS) — have achieved 
success by leveraging feedback from employees and 
customers, and -- perhaps most importantly -- 
understanding that although government can learn 
from the private sector, the operational models of 
government cannot simply clone existing frameworks 
used by for-profit businesses.  
 
Meanwhile, others that have faced difficulties in 
previous years, such as the Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA), have stepped up their CX focus by 
listening to citizens, taking their grievances to heart, 
and revising policies to prioritize citizens first. 
Together, these agencies provide great guidance for 
those in government still struggling to produce 
powerful service experience from every citizen 
interaction. 

Government-specific Challenges to Improving CX 
 
The inside-out mentality: Traditionally, agencies have 
pursued their mission by focusing on internally-defined 
limitations and parameters: agency priorities, 
acquisitions, and cost-cutting measures. What’s often 
missing is an outside-in mentality, which approaches 
mission through the citizen’s eyes: as a citizen, what 
do I need from this agency? What is the best type of 
interaction that I can have with this agency that will 
meet my needs? Will I leave this encounter with greater 
insight and the assurance to pursue next steps?  
 

One agency that has taken this change to heart in 
recent years is the VA. After weathering leadership 
scandals and a choking backlog of disability claims in 
the past, the VA has taken major steps to recast itself 
as an agency fervently devoted to the needs of its 
veterans.7,8 When former VA Secretary Bob McDonald 
took the helm in mid-2014, he “saw [VA] as an 
organization that looked at ourselves from the inside 
out,” according to Greg Giddens, the agency’s Chief 
Acquisition Officer. “He challenged us to think about 
how VA looks from the outside in, and how veterans 
look at VA. Veterans don’t see VA as an organization 
chart; they see it as an organization that is supposed 
to focus on their needs.”9 
  
It was with this mindset that the VA launched Vets.gov, 
a website started with the goal of providing veterans 
single sign-on access to various online services 
provided by or facilitated through the agency.10 Tom 
Allin, the agency’s first ever Chief Veterans Experience 
Officer, noted that the website was created after Allin 
himself experienced confusion learning about the 
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thousands of websites used for various veterans 
services.11 
  
As Allin says, “we’ve been asking the questions we 
think must be important, but we haven’t asked our 
veterans what’s important to them.”12 Not surprisingly, 
the outside-in mentality has paid huge dividends, 
catapulting some of VA’s core departments and 
services to the top of citizen satisfaction assessments 
in the last year. For example, services offered by two 
sub-agencies within VA - the Veterans Health 
Administration and 
National Cemetery 
Service - took three of the 
top four rankings in the 
2016 American Customer 
Satisfaction Index 
(ACSI).13 
  
With Allin’s recent 
departure from the VA, 
Lynda Davis assumed the 
position of Chief Veterans 
Experience Officer in April 
2017. Given her 
comments in a recent 
interview, expect the 
outside-in mentality to 
continue generating 
service victories for VA’s 
many veterans. 
 
Says Davis, “VA wants to offer a consistent, unified 
experience that is the same no matter how or where 
the customer interacts with VA: text, desktop, mobile, 
telephone or email. We want the experience to be easy 
and effective. Veterans shouldn’t be forced to navigate 
to us, but the opposite.”14  
 
Shared technology fails without unified CX culture: 
Technology is instrumental in the effort to improve 
citizen experience, but it’s important to understand it 
as just one component of a larger solution — not as 
the answer. 
  
Consider what transpired last year at the Department 
of Defense (DoD). As Air Force, Army, Navy, and 
Pentagon officials moved to adopt cloud computing 
solutions within their respective agencies, they were 

initially surprised to find technology wasn’t the primary 
hurdle; it was culture. 
  
“Cultural change for us has been one of the big ones,” 
says Air Force Chief Technology Officer Frank 
Konieczny.  “You have to give up control of 
applications,” and according to Konieczny, this ran 
counter to a culture long accustomed to siloed 
communication and on-premise solutions. Janice 
Haith, Deputy CIO for the Navy, said her agency 
experienced a similar situation. “We have server 

huggers, and they’re 
creating a challenge [for 
us],” Haith said. “We’re 
going to have to make 
some decisions [on how 
we coordinate this effort 
effectively].”15  
  
In response, some 
components in DoD are 
taking proactive steps to 
make sure new 
technology builds on a 
supportive culture. The 
Army set up a 
communications network 
that provides personnel 
from different units a way 
to interact over message 
boards, conference calls, 

and email blasts with the goal of raising collaborative 
problem-solving capabilities. According to Army Col. 
Brian Halloran, the investment builds on a culture 
where personnel put mission over self and shoulder 
blame when operations go afoul. “It can’t just be, 
‘excuse me’ or ‘I screwed up, I’m clueless.’ Instead, it is, 
‘I missed this.’ And it’s usually a fairly specific thing. 
You take the blame, identify the root cause of what 
went wrong, and come up with a way to fix it.”16  
  
The new network lets Army personnel translate this 
cultural understanding into an information-sharing 
accountability system. “If you have tactics, techniques, 
procedures, orders, processes—whatever was working 
in your unit—you can offer that so that anybody in that 
position across the Army can look at it and use it,” 
says Halloran.  
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Maria Roat, Chief Information Officer of the Small 
Business Administration (SBA), also sees culture as a 
value multiplier to new technology. In the past, her 
agency struggled to reconcile its move to cloud with 
meeting citizen needs. Roat has sought to address this 
by encouraging a ‘prototype mentality’ among her 
colleagues, inviting them to test new ideas and 
innovations without fear of failure. As the government 
chair of ACT-IAC's Igniting Innovation initiative, Roat 
stresses the importance of creating environments that 
are conducive to innovation:  
  
"You’re always going to have those people in the 
organization who are like, 'Hey if we tried this,' or 'Hey 
if we tried that,'" but don't know how to take the next 
step. [Those individuals] are really the folks that are 
the creative ones, but they need somebody with a 
certain skill set to help prototype and test it."17  
  
In Roat’s view, collecting and acting on citizen 
feedback is critical to that effort. "I think interacting 
with customers and understanding their challenges 
really leads to that innovation and thinking differently. 
By engaging our customers, we can really identify new 
opportunities to do things differently. We can hear 
what their challenges are.” As SBA continues migration 
to the cloud, it’s fostering a sandbox environment 
where new ideas can be tested, feedback can be 
shared, and users can be heard.   
  
Concurrent with these individual agency efforts, 
government-wide initiatives including the Digital 
Government Strategy, Project Open Data, the Federal 
Information Technology Acquisition Reform Act 
(FITARA) emphasize using shared technologies and 
open source projects to break down silos and make CX 
a galvanizing force for culture across the entire 
government.18 Phaedra Chrousos, who served as 
Commissioner of GSA’s Technology Transformation 
Service up until 2016, says these initiatives hope to 
address a long-standing perception among many 
citizens: “It’s very important to keep in mind that the 
average citizen doesn’t see us as the Department of 
Education or GSA or USDS. They see us as the U.S. 
government.”19  
  
Leadership and agency values should reflect this open 
spirit, rewarding CX champions and encouraging tech 
innovations that foster collaborative problem solving. 

The fallacy of top-down leadership: As with many 
major organizational culture shifts, much of the current 
thinking says successful CX maturity begins and ends 
with strong leadership at the top.20 In fact, CX depends 
on a commitment to mission ownership through all 
levels of the hierarchy. To be most successful in this 
transition, leaders should facilitate environments that 
welcome employee feedback, promote personal 
investment in mission, and encourage participation 
and dialogue at all levels of the organization. 
  
One example of this in action is within the U.S. Postal 
Service, which charges field employees with the vital 
role of customer liaisons, providing an invaluable 
source of information for agency initiatives and 
decision makers.21 Meanwhile, the Southeastern 
Pennsylvania Transportation Authority (SEPTA), which 
operates public transit in the Philadelphia metropolitan 
area, entrusts front-line staff to make ‘service 
victories.’ If the organization’s call center can’t answer 
a customer’s question or resolve a complaint, the 
operator in the call center will then direct the issue to 
other employees -- whether a bus operator or the 
transportation director -- and have that employee call 
the customer back with the answer.22 By engaging 
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citizens and fostering a customer-first culture 
throughout all levels of the organization, agencies can 
build and foster public trust. 
 
Moving Forward 
 
As government agencies continue to evolve and 
improve the quality of their services, success demands 
embracing CX as a cornerstone of organizational 
missions and cross-agency goals. Agencies should 
take a few critical steps to ensuring better citizen 
experience in 2017 and beyond. These include: 
 
Ø Advancing the outside-in mentality, placing user 

considerations first in all circumstances. 
 

Ø Recruiting and developing CX champions who go 
the extra mile and foster the organizational 
culture necessary for such efforts. 

Ø Redefining the role of leadership, by engaging 
employees at all levels and acknowledging CX 
milestones reached by less senior personnel. 

 
Ø Looking at technology holistically, to ensure that 

customer touchpoints are interoperable and 
harness social media, digital assistants, and 
machine learning developments. 

 
Ø Integrating technology into a larger, complete CX 

solution that addresses the organizational as well 
as technological aspects of CX. 

 
By taking these steps, agencies have an opportunity to 
radically exceed citizen expectations in 2017 and 
beyond. This is government of the future: citizen-
driven, citizen-minded, citizen-first. 
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