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Customer  
experience  
moves front  
and center
BY TOM TEMIN

Consider these three recent examples of federal program 
initiatives:

• The Education Department launches a mobile app for 
its Federal Student Aid program. More than 100,000 
downloads occur within days, producing an equal number of 
transactions. Education also optimizes the FSA website for 
mobile devices.

• Veterans Affairs, aware of how confusing its multiple 
websites can be, consolidates and relaunches them under 
the easy-to-find auspices of its main site, va.gov. Everything 
is organized for the point of view of veterans seeking 
services and benefits.

• The State Department plans to launch online renewal of 
passports in 2019 – an effort that will eventually save 
millions of Americans millions of hours traipsing around.

They’re all evidence of the new emphasis on customer 
experience, or CX.

The idea of improved citizen service using technology can be 
traced to initiatives in Great Britain in the 1980s and adopted 
by the George H. W. Bush administration in its service-to-the-
citizen program. Each successive administration has built 
on that initiative as new technologies came into the picture. 
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During the Clinton administration, for example, 
agencies launched the first static websites for 
displaying agency information. During the George 
W. Bush administration the idea was to add online 
transactions.

Today, thanks to the advent of cloud computing, 
machine learning, improved data sharing 
technologies and mobile computing, agencies 
have the tools to do even more on the citizen- or 
customer experience front. 

Better CX has become policy
The Trump administration’s President’s Management 
Agenda (PMA) specifically mentions customer 
experience as a goal of IT modernization. It named 
a dozen departments or agencies as high-impact 
service providers expected to lead the way in 
improving service. And it made improved CX (proven 
through metrics) a cross-agency priority goal.

To underscore, Part 6 of Office of Management and 
Budget Circular A-11 – which provides policy on 
budget preparation – covers how to tie customer 
experience goals in with agency appropriations 
requests. The PMA calls on agencies to establish 
measurement dashboards and get them running 
now and through the second quarter of FY 2019.

Thus, improved customer experience has become 
an important pursuit for agencies across the federal 
government.

Anahita Reilly, chief customer officer in the General 
Services Administration’s Office of Customer 
Experience, said, “We’re reading the guidance to 
encourage agencies to measure, [or] where they are 
measuring to do it more consistently.”

A panel of federal practitioners convened by Federal 
News Network and HighPoint looked into the latest 
developments in customer experience and how to 
employ technology to significantly improve it. Many 
participants come from designated high-impact 
agencies.

The group’s chief conclusion: CX requires planning 
for outcomes, gathering of multiple data sources, 
techniques such as journey mapping, and 
collaboration.

Darryl Brile is senior advisor to the Passport Deputy 
Assistant Secretary at the State Department. He 
pointed out that State has long measured citizens’ 
opinions of various steps in the passport process. 
“From our perspective,” Brile said, “having the 
OMB circular A-11 further supports establishing 
a customer experience-mindful culture.” He said 
the guidance will help State and other agencies 
establish uniformity on how they report progress in 
customer experience improvement.
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OMB’s Mark Bussow, program manager for the 
Office of Performance and Personnel Management, 
said the administration team did a lot of research 
in establishing the PMA. “It was clear customer 
experience had to be at the center of much of what 
we were doing.” CX that’s closer to the best available 
from the private sector, Bussow said, can help close 
the “trust gap” between citizens and the federal 
government.

He added, OMB wanted to make sure agencies, 
especially the high-impact ones, specifically seek 
customer service feedback, adopt best private-
sector practices, and establish dashboards 
for reporting progress. He said while previous 
administrations also valued digital services, 
customer experience improvements “haven’t 
been built into the fabric of the way the federal 
government operates.” Hence the A-11 guidance.

He cautioned, the A-11 framework by itself is not 
designed to provide granular, how-to guidance 
on the specifics of CX, but rather to make sure 
activities, performance reporting and associated 
budget requests will be consistent and available 
across the government.

How to improve customer 
experience
If any agency has worked hard to improve CX, it’s 
Veterans Affairs. A good approach was outlined 
by Barbara Morton, the deputy chief veterans 
experience officer. She said the A-11 guidance “hard 
wires the voice of the customer into how we do 
business in the federal government.” She said the 
2014 crisis over medical appointment scheduling 
forced VA to jump-start its CX improvement journey. 
“It prompted us to take another look at how we 
were channeling the voice of the customer into our 
business.”

Morton added that VA therefore already has in place 
the metrics, data gathering and reporting necessary 
to drive better CX. She said it’s wise for agencies 
to deploy those metrics to the public as a way of 
boosting transparency.

“Not as a gotcha, but more like ‘Here’s where we 
are; let’s meet every agency where they are, and 
let’s move towards incremental progress to provide 
a better experience,’” Morton said. She emphasized 
the use of data to quantify where customers, in this 
case veterans, were hitting roadblocks in dealing 
with the agency.

At VA, data gathering was accompanied, Morton 
said, with “creating a journey map, mapping out the 
pain points and the bright spots. Then we can use 
real time survey data to measure our performance in 
moments that matter most to veterans.”

Courtney Winship is chief of the Digital Services 
Division within the Office of Citizenship and 
Applicant Information Services at U.S. Citizenship 
and Immigration Services. She said many USCIS 
staff are similarly “looking at the CX maturity of our 
services, with human-centered design at the core of 
much of our work.”



EXECUTIVE BRIEFING SERIES: DIGITAL CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE4

A central goal of USCIS, Winship said, is moving 
from live help to online self-help. The challenge is 
maintaining trust and accuracy while improving 
efficiency and effectiveness. A basic challenge 
USCIS is working through, Winship said, is “very 
often the individual doesn’t know which government 
agency they’re interacting with.” Transactions often 
require multiple agencies, so the journey map is a 
good way to virtualize multi-agency dealings for the 
customer.

Not to be overlooked is the expertise within an 
agency’s own workforce, in addition to that of other 
agencies and industry partners. That’s according 
to Arianna Miller, managing director of The Lab 
at OPM, a small office in the Office of Personnel 
Management that offers other federal agencies 
help in widening their human-centered design 
capabilities. Miller’s advice: “Think about the 
people who have been doing this work for a very 
long time, wanting and trying very hard to deliver 
a better customer experience. But not necessarily 
equipped with the latest and greatest, whether that’s 
technology or even just skills.”

Winship and others noted that it’s not always 
possible to directly import private-sector customer 
experience practices into government. People have 
differing expectations about data they’re willing to 
release. And some federal transactions cannot or 
should not be overly simplified because they might 
involve national security or the eventual receipt of 
federal funds. 

“It can’t be strictly … just doing what industry does 
and copying and pasting it on government,” Winship 
said.

Yet government and industry can certainly learn and 
borrow from one another. Tim Cash, digital strategy 
chief at the National Park Service, describes working 
with a company that spent upwards of $2 billion on 
a customer experience platform for a theme park 
operator. Cash said only parts were transferrable 
because the nature of national parks doesn’t lend 
itself to the experiences visitors expect at enclosed 
theme parks. Nevertheless, Cash said, many of the 
approaches and technological underpinnings could 
apply with the Park Service setting.

Stovepipes within government can also present 
challenges. Chris Greene, chief customer experience 
officer at the Education Department’s Federal 
Student Aid program, pointed out the student loan 
application has more than one hundred questions. 
“Really you should be able to say, ‘What is your 
name and Social Security number, and I can get 
everything else. I don’t need you to fill that out. But 
it’s these complexities we need to get over.”

Greene added, “We rely on lots of other agencies 
to provide data, to provide services in the provision 
of our own services. And if they’re not aligned with 
us – and they have their own priorities – we’ll ask if 
they can provide us with this service and they’ll say, 
‘We’ll put it on the bottom of the list.’”
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Agencies also should look at harvesting external 
data. Greene mentioned social media can also 
be a source. “It’s unbelievable what a tool that’s 
become,” he said. “It’s almost like a call center. We’re 
monitoring and responding to it in real time. It’s the 
first thing we turn to along with our call centers if we 
suspect something is going wrong.”

CX technology considerations
Establishing metrics, gathering data, reporting 
survey- and systems-generated customer 
experience data, journey mapping, and the 
integrative requirements of a CX program – all of 
which benefit from technology aids. 

HighPoint’s MaryAnn Monroe, director of customer 
experience, pointed out the trend away from “just 
focusing on satisfaction at a very specific level …” 
and a gravitation toward “the customer’s experience 
across programs and services that go beyond the 
call stats received on a telephone call, for example.” 
She added, “That might be a really positive score but 
the citizen or customer wasn’t at all served. They 
didn’t get what they came for.”

Monroe, who worked for more than 15 years in 
the federal government, said the CX movement is 
producing more interagency collaboration and more 
intra-agency data sharing of things like web visitor 
and call center statistics.

John Loughlin, HighPoint’s vice president of 
operations, said government offers a greater 
opportunity for propagating CX solutions from 
agency to agency, compared to corporate settings 
where competition often limits sharing.

But, he said, two important considerations make 
this possible. First, government needs sufficient 
technical infrastructure to share data and 
applications. Second, agencies need sufficient data. 
“You have to be able to capture what’s broken and 
what it is that is working well.”

HighPoint assists agencies with the components of 
CX including maturity assessment, journey mapping, 
providing tools for obtaining customers’ or citizens’ 
feedback, and development of better customer 
strategies.

“The prioritization piece, I think, is critical. From 
a budget standpoint, there are finite resources 
in government,” Loughlin said. He recommended 
“push-pull” analysis to pinpoint what is pulling down 
an agency with respect to CX. “If you want to look at 
moving the needle, you want to go after the high-
volume, low-satisfaction events, and then fix those. 
That will have the biggest impact on your target 
numbers”

Agencies have several resources to help them move 
forward on CX. GSA’s Reilly pointed out her agency’s 
digital analytics program, “a free resource for 
agencies to see what’s happening on their websites.” 
It shows where people go, how long they spend and 
other metrics. “It’s another piece of operational data 
that once we pair with the quantitative data from 
surveys and qualitative data from interviews and 
journey mapping research, you have a much more 
sophisticated, informed portfolio of data to know 
how to address your customers.”

Tom Temin is a freelance writer with 40 years 
in business-to-business journalism. E-mail 
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