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WHAT
CITIZENS
WANT

In this follow-up to our comprehensive 2020 survey, we examine

how U.S. citizens currently feel about the accessibility of local

government services in a rapidly changing digital landscape.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2020, Rock Solid Technologies joined
forces with Government Technology’s
Center for Digital Government, and
Engaging Local Government Leaders
(ELGL) to conduct a comprehensive survey
aimed at uncovering how citizens’
accessibility expectations are being met by

local government.

In 2021-2022, we repeated the survey. In
this report, we’ll compare the results and
see what the research may reveal about
the degree to which people’s attitudes
toward local government accessibility may

have - or have not - changed since 2020.

A lot has happened since 2020, obviously.
As in other walks of life, COVID-19 has had
a disruptive impact on many communities.
Some of the results shown in this research
may stem from the lasting effects the
pandemic has had on how citizens engage

with local government.

What were the conclusions drawn from
that first survey, as recounted in our 2020

report, “What Citizens Want”?

First, citizens have more electronic devices
and connectivity than ever, and local
governments must keep pace. But it can’t
do so at the expense of “live” engagement:
People still want to utilize in-person visits
and phone calls, especially if they’re part of

the older generation.

The best course of action it indicated? To
provide omnichannel options for your
citizens to engage with local government,

regardless of age or socioeconomic level.

As we move forward, that’s even more true
as a growing share of Americans become
more conversant with digital technologies
and accustomed to the seamlessness,
speed, and 24/7 convenience of such
platforms in the commercial sector.
They’re impatient to see similar advances

from local government.

Comparing the results of these two
surveys shows how, in some key regards,
local governments have made headway in

answering that call.
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METHODOLOGY AND DEMOGRAPHICS
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The survey was designed to gather responses from a full range of U.S. regions,

age groups, and other demographics.

POPULATION

WEST MIDWEST

SOUTH NORTHEAST

HOW OLD ARE YOU?

75+

2%
57-75 18-24
18% 14%
[
41-56 25-40
30% 36%




HOW SATISFIED ARE CITIZENS
WITH LOCAL GOVERNMENT ACCESS?

In 2020, we started out by citing the fact
there was good news to report: 56% of
respondents were either very satisfied
or satisfied with their ability to access

local government services.

In the new survey, that number has grown
significantly. 62.8% of people said they
were very satisfied or satisfied, a jump of

nearly 7% from 2020.

It’s a notable increase at a time when
there’s a great deal of disillusionment
with federal or state government but
shows how local government is stepping
up to resident expectations. This
tendency was observed in research from

Pew and Bloomberg CityLab that was

cited in our 2020 report. A recent study
by Deloitte only reinforces this notion:
Local government had a higher composite
trust score in the Deloitte study, ahead
of trust for state government (though
still positive), and far beyond the negative
levels of trust respondents have toward

the federal government.

VERY DISSATISFIED

4.8%

}7 DISSATISFIED
b—« 6.9%

NEITHER

25.5%

VERY SATISFIED

33.3%




YES, THERE’S STILL ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT

This increase in citizen satisfaction with
local government access is laudable. Yet
a little over 37% of people surveyed still
don’t express positive feelings about
their ability to access those services.
11.71% were dissatisfied or very
dissatisfied, but 25.5% were neutral; this
latter group constituted 34% of the

2020 respondents.

What’s one possible driver for this

reduction in neutral attitudes?

62.8% of people said they were very
satisfied or satisfied with local government
access, a jump of nearly 7% from 2020.

Local government outreach and
improvements in access over the last
two years may have engaged more
citizens. This was a movement
government entities were pursuing
before the pandemic, but COVID-19 may
have hastened it, as local governments
were forced to take a more assertive
approach to public health outreach and
putting new digital tools in the hands of

their communities.

PEW: https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile/.

BLOOMBERG: Americans Love Local Government—They Just Don't Necessarily Want More of It - Bloomberg

DELOITTE: https://www?2.deloitte.com/xe/en/insights/industry/public-setor/trust-in-state-local-government.html.



https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile/
Americans%20Love%20Local%20Government%E2%80%94They%20Just%20Don't%20Necessarily%20Want%20More%20of%20It%20-%20Bloomberg
https://www2.deloitte.com/xe/en/insights/industry/public-sector/trust-in-state-local-government.html.

HOW DO CITIZENS PREFER TO
ACCESS SERVICES IN 2022?

Have citizens preferred means of
engaging with services changed in the

past two years?

In the 2020 survey, 50.6% of
respondents said their most-preferred
way of interacting with local government
was via in-person visit. This time around,

that figure has declined to 46.6%.

In terms of engagement with specific
services, the preferred method varies
as one might expect, 48.7% of library
service users still prefer in-person

visits, for instance.

For most citizens surveyed, digital
methods such as smartphone/tablet
apps, website access via desktop, laptop,
or mobile, and SMS/text may not yet be
the primary means of accessing local
government services but are

increasingly important alternatives:

Nearly 66% of respondents cited
smartphone apps among their top four
preferred means of engaging with local
government. As a result of this strong
response, preferring mobile access has
jumped significantly in our rankings while
desktop/laptop-based access has
dropped. This result could lend itself to
constituents becoming increasingly
accustomed to accessing services
through mobile applications on their
phones like Amazon, DoorDash, etc.

instead of responsive web pages.

As observed in 2020, omnichannel
engagement is key to giving citizens
access to options they want. They may
prefer a personal visit to the local
library, but at the same time, they would
like the 24/7/365 option to use a digital
device of their choice to check up on
their borrowing record or see if a

specific book is available.
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PREFERRED ACCESS RANKING

on a scale of 1-5, 1 being the most preferred method

a IN PERSON - 2.68
e PHONE CALL - 2.88

° MAIL - 4.31
e TEXT MESAGE - 6.63

a WEBSITE VIA SMARTPHONE - 4.93

Nearly 66% of respondents cited
smartphone apps among their top four
preferred means of engaging with local
government.




ATTITUDE SHIFTS ABOUT EASE OF
ENGAGEMENT

As in 2020, the younger a citizen is, the more they prefer omnichannel access options. But
there have been gradual shifts in attitude across age groups about how convenient it is to

communicate with local government.

Here's the 2022 spectrum of agreement or disagreement with the statement "l can

communicate with my local government easily" broken out by age group:

| can communicate with my government easily
70.00%
60.00%

50.00% —

40.00% T
30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
000%

GenZ Milennial Gen X Baby Boomer Sient & Gresatest

m 2020 2022



Within Generation Z (18-24), agreement with the statement is 33.85%, a small but still
notewor‘thy improvement of 3% over 2020.

Agreement has now crept above 50% with Millennials (25-40).

But within Generation X (41-56), agreement with the statement slightly dropped from
45.3% to 44.2% between 2020-2022.

In 2020, people 55 and older mostly agreed that local government was easy to
communicate with. But while 55% of Baby Boomers agreed with the statement then,

only 46.3% agreed or strongly agreed in 2022, a nearly 9% decline.

However, 74+ saw improvements, as 57.9% either agreed or strongly agreed with the

statement, versus 53.9% in 2020

FACTORS AT PLAY
SOME POSSIBLE REASONS FOR THESE SHIFTS IN ATTITUDE COULD INCLUDE:

® Increased adoption of omnichannel or digital engagement efforts on the part of
local government, which would be encouraging for digitally-savvy Gen Z and

Millennial citizens.

@ 'mproved outreach to older generations, as protecting their health is a key aspect
of efforts against COVID-19.

® Disruption of accustomed access channels might be a contributor to why Gen X
and Baby Boomers are less likely to think local government access is easy, as the
pandemic forced municipalities to limit or prohibit in-person visits to offices, and
laid-off, furloughed, or imposed other reductions affecting about 10% to one-third

of their municipal workforces.
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DO CITIZENS SEE LOCAL
GOVERNMENT AS TECH-SAVVY (OR NOT)?

How citizens perceive ease of access to local government services is linked to how
technology-savvy they perceive their government to be. Here, as in other areas,

there are some sharp divides between generations.

Here’s how the various age ranges reacted to the statement,

“My local government is tech savvy”:
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o

o
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In 2020, Generation Z was seen to be the most unsatisfied with their ability to access
local government and the most doubting when it came to the tech competence of local

government. That still holds true in the 2022 research:

Gen Zers are the most likely to disagree or strongly disagree (27%) with the
notion that their local government is tech-savvy.

Even so, 33% of Gen Z respondents felt the opposite way, agreeing or strongly
agreeing with the statement.

The group that's most impressed with the technical expertise of local
government? Gen Z’'s immediate predecessors, Millennials: 48.3% of them
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement.

Baby Boomers were close behind, with 45.7% finding agreement with the idea.
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PERCEPTIONS VERSUS REALITY?

The rather striking differences between Gen Z and Millennials in their perceptions of
local government’s tech abilities owe to precisely that: Perceptions that are

conditioned by life stage.

Young people are notoriously early adopters and evangelists of new technologies;
take TikTok as just the most recent prominent example. That proficiency can lead to
impatience with institutions and organizations that aren’t leveraging the on-trend

platforms and digital channels that have the most traction with them.

Millennials' striking rise in agreement may owe to the fact they’'ve grown into a life
stage where maturity and experience have changed this attitude. Now they’re
reconciled to employing mainstream channels and applications to address everyday
challenges. City Hall may not have a TikTok channel, but these citizens now realize a

functional website or mobile app are more practical.

48.3% of Millennials agreed or strongly
agreed that their local government was
tech-savvy.




GROWING DESIRE FOR
DEVICE-AGNOSTIC ACCESS

In 2020, we found that citizens wanted digital access that was device-agnostic: to

have the ability to access local government services and communications via desktop,

laptop, smartphone, or tablet.

The explosive growth of mobile phones and smartphones has flattened out in recent

years because nearly everyone already has one in their pocket. According to the Pew

Research Center, 85% of both men and women own a smartphone. Among the ages of

18-29, the number rises to 96%, and it’'s 95% among those 30-49. Meanwhile, 77% of

Americans own a desktop or laptop computer, and 53% own a tablet device; this, too,

has represented flattening ownership.

Mobile phone ownership over time
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In our 2022 research, we discovered that there’'s a positive sentiment on the part of
respondents about digital accessibility using desktops, laptops, or mobile devices.

| can access local gover‘nment services on my computer‘
B Agree or Strongly Agree

54
53

52

50

49
B -
47

2020 2022

49% agreed or strongly agreed they could access local government services on their
desktop or laptop computer.

Even more strikingly, over 50% agreed or strongly agreed they could use their phone or
tablet to access those services.

Those who disagreed about their ability to access those services digitally made up about
14% of respondents.

By and large, most felt they had the power of choice in accessing local government
services - a step in the right direction as access needs to become more omnichannel in
nature.

| can access local government services using the methods | prefer

B Agree or Strongly Agree
55
54
53
52
51
50
49

48

47
2020 2022
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INCREASING INTEREST IN MOBILE ACCESS

There has been a strong increase since 2020 in interest among citizens in accessing

services digitally. That’s particularly true when it comes to using their mobile devices.

How interested are you in accessing the following local government services via

smartphone or tablet (through an app or website)?

SERVICE

2020

2022

b
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UTILITY BILLING

PUBLIC HEALTH

FIRE/EMS

LIBRARY

POTHOLE AND STREET REPAIR REQUESTS

JOB TRAINING

WATER/SEWER EMERGENCIES

POLICE

311 (SERVICE REQUESTS AND INFORMATION)

RECREATION PROGRAMS

COURTS

CITY/COUNTY GOVERNMENT MEETINGS

PARKS AND FACILITIES

BUILDING PERMITS

PLANNING AND ZONING
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Interest among respondents jumped by as much as 20%, in some cases. Why did this
happen, considering the flat penetration rate of smartphones and tablets pointed out

above?

It may partially be attributable to COVID-19 and the disruptions it generated;
governments began to deploy (or at least talk about) digital solutions to replace
in-person engagements.

Citizens are more insistent on digital solutions from the government, especially
since they've become attuned to the convenience and quick responses of

mobile apps in nearly every other corner of life.

One service area saw the smallest jump in interest over the last two years, which may
show how the pandemic influenced citizen attitudes: Interest in digital job training rose
only 6.8%, the smallest increase on the list. We could assume pandemic-related
unemployment and worries about a crashing economy made it the service with the
most interest from people in 2020, but the economic recovery has made it fall back in

the pack.
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SERVICES TO PRIORITIZE IN 2022

As we said in our 2020 report, there’s tremendous “headroom” in terms of an
opportunity to improve the digital delivery of local government services. At the same
time, we acknowledged there are limited resources available in most communities to

support digital transformation.
The best first step, then? To prioritize available resources by deciding which services

would create the greatest positive impact through digital accessibility. To help in that,

we developed a matrix that ranks services from highest to lowest in:

Total service usage

Interest in smartphone or tablet access by anyone who

accesses the service

Interest in smartphone or tablet access among citizens who
access specific services most frequently (at least once every

three months)

Greatest dissatisfaction with specific services

Greatest dissatisfaction with specific services among citizens

who access those services most frequently (at least once

every three months)

17



THE TOP TEN SERVICES TO PRIORITIZE IN 2022

Based on the updated 2022 research and the ranking factors above, here are the ten

services where local governments can best focus their digitization efforts.

UTILITY POTHOLE AND PUBLIC HEALTH BUILDING LIBRARY
BILLING STREET REPAIR PERMITS
REQUESTS

311 WATER/SEWER FIRE/EMS RECREATION CITY/COUNTY
EMERGENCIES PROGRAMS GOVERNMENT

MEETINGS




FULL RANKING OF SERVICES
TO PRIORITIZE

TOTAL SCORE BY SUM OF RANKS
(EX. RANK 1=1POINT) ACROSS ALL CATEGORIES IN 2022

RANK SERVICE SCORE
1 UTILITY BILLING 31 HOW DO THESE RANKINGS
COMPARE AGAINST OUR
2 POTHOLE REPAIR REQUESTS 31
2020 STUDY?
3 PUBLIC HEALTH 33 - - .
Utility billing did not make the top 5
- in 2020 but ranked #1in 2022.
BUILDING PERMITS 34
5 LIBRARY 37 Similarly, library services and
public health were not in the top 5
6 11 as in 2020. With more progressive
attitudes towards public health,
7 WATER/SEWER EMERGENCIES 39 citizens may now expect these
services to be digitally available.
8 , a9 Especially as many communities
FIRE/EMS
have made them available,
placing increased pressure on
° RECREATION PROGRAMS 40 those who have not yet digitized
access.
10 CITY GOVERNMENT MEETINGS 40
- LANNING AND ZONING = City/county government meetings
saw the biggest drop, from #3 to
12 OB TRAINING a4 #10, possibly due to the
post-pandemic loosening of
event restrictions. In 2020, we
13 COURTS 47 ventured that COVID-19 had
created greater public interest in
14 POLICE 48 .
these events, requiring new means
of access.
15 PARKS AND FACILITIES 51
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ANALYSIS: INPUT DATA FOR RANKING
OF SERVICES TO PRIORITIZE

RANK

10

11

12

13

14

15

RANK OF SERVICE USE

(1 BEING MOST FREQUENT)

PARKS AND FACILITIE

UTILITY BILLING

LIBRARY

RECREATION PROGRAMS

PUBLIC HEALTH

311

WATER/SEWER EMERGENCIES

POLICE

CITY GOVERNMENT MEETINGS

JOB TRAINING

POTHOLE REPAIR REQUEST

BUILDING PERMITS

FIRE/EMS

PLANNING AND ZONING

COURTS

SCORE

3.82

4.44

4.49

4.89

5.28

5.6

5.62

5.66

5.66

5.69

5.73

5.74

5.78

5.79

5.84

AVERAGE RATING OF INTEREST IN

SMARTPHONE OR TABLET

ACCESS FOR SERVICES THEY USE
(5 Being Very Interested)

RANK

10

11

12

13

14

15

UTILITY BILLING

PUBLIC HEALTH

LIBRARY

FIRE/EMS

POTHOLE REPAIR REQUESTS

JOB TRAINING

WATER/SEWER EMERGENCIES

POLICE

31

RECREATION PROGRAM

COURTS

BUILDING PERMITS

GOVERNMENT MEETINGS

PARKS AND FACILITIES

PLANNING AND ZONING

SCORE

3.49

3.46

3.39

3.39

3.36

3.34

3.34

3.33

3.32

3.32

3.3

3.24

3.24

3.24

3.2
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AVERAGE RATING OF INDIVIDUAL AVERAGE INTEREST IN SMARTPHONE

SERVICES OF FREQUENT USERS OR TABLET ACCESS OF FREQUENT

(at least once every three months) SERVICE USERS

OF SAID SERVICE (at Igast once every three months)

(1 Being Very Dissatisfied) 5 Being Very Interested

RANK SCORE RANK SCORE
1 COURTS 3.59 1 BUILDING PERMITS 4.54
1 FIRE/EMS 3.59 1 LIBRARY 4.54
3 WATER/SEWER EMERGENCIES 3.6 1 RECREATION 4.54
4 POTHOLE REPAIR REQUESTS 3.64 4 PUBLIC HEALTH 4.52
5 BUILDING PERMITS 3.65 4 PLANNING AND ZONING 4.52
6 UTILITY BILLING 3.67 6 UTILITY BILLING 4.51
7 PLANNING AND ZONING 3.69 7 FIRE/EMS 4.5
8 CITY GOVERNMENT MEETINGS 3.7 8 311 4.49
9 POLICE 3.7 9 JOB TRAINING 4.47
10 311 3.71 9 POTHOLE REPAIR REQUESTS 4.47
11 JOB TRAINING 3.8 9 GOVERNMENT MEETINGS 4.47
12 PUBLIC HEALTH 3.82 9 PARKS AND FACILITIES 4.47
13 RECREATION PROGRAMS 3.85 13 POLICE 4.44
14 PARKS AND FACILITIES 3.95 14 COURTS 4.4
15 LIBRARY 4.05 15 WATE/SEWER EMERGENCIES 4.39
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RANK MOST SERVICES DISSATISFACTION
(1 Being Very Dissatisfied)

RANK

10

11

12

13

14

15

GOVERNMENT MEETINGS

POTHOLE REPAIR REQUEST

PLANNING AND ZONING

BUILDING PERMITS

31

COURTS

WATER/SEWER EMERGENCIES

JOB TRAINING

UTILITY BILLING

PUBLIC HEALTH

POLICE

RECREATION PROGRAMS

PARKS AND FACILITIES

FIRE/EMS

LIBRARY

SCORE

3.28

3.31

3.38

3.4

3.41

3.44

3.45

3.54

3.62

3.65

3.68

3.74

3.79

3.83

3.9
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DEEP DIVE: TOP S SERVICES

#1: UTILITY BILLING

Utility billing ranked #11in our 2020 matrix, but leaped to the top spot in 2022. What accounts for this
climb? It may owe to the fact that so many other services - telephone/web, banking, subscriptions, etc. -

can now be managed quickly and efficiently using apps.

There was a high level of interest expressed by respondents about mobile accessibility to utility billing
services, as well as a fairly prominent level of dissatisfaction with those services by frequent users - those
who accessed them at least once every three months. That level of dissatisfaction increased markedly

between 2020 and 2022, contributing to this service’s rise in ranking.

#2: POTHOLE AND STREET REPAIR REQUESTS

This service still resides near the top in terms of citizen interest in digital access; it was #1in 2020. Just
like before, there’s still very high interest among all users to be able to access this service on digital devices.
Also notable is the high rate of dissatisfaction among frequent users, which declined only slightly from the

prior survey. General dissatisfaction is very high, exceeded only by city/government meetings.

As we said in the previous analysis, the transactional nature of potholes and street repair requests lends
itself well to digital access. Instead of taking time to visit a public works office or wait on hold, citizens could
report issues with just a few entry fields via a website, app, or even text message. Ease of use and time

saved make this service an attractive prospect for digital access.

#3: PUBLIC HEALTH

After the pandemic, members of the public are acutely sensitized to the need to stay attuned to the
latest information and developments regarding public health matters. Thus, it shouldn’t surprise us that
access to public health information and services is a high priority for them - as it should be for local

governments.

Interest in public health accessibility via smartphone and tablet was particularly high among frequent
service users. This contrasts interestingly with the level of general dissatisfaction voiced by frequent
users: Public health was comparatively well-regarded on that front. So while generally more satisfied with

the service, citizens would still like greater mobile accessibility.




#4: BUILDING PERMITS

Though building permits are not used by a large number of people, dissatisfaction with this service

remains fairly high, as it was in 2020. For the general population, dissatisfaction with the accessibility of
building permits remains high. In our previous report, we suggest the process may be confusing or

difficult for infrequent users. But in 2022, even frequent users express considerable dissatisfaction.

Among frequent users, who are likely to be professional contractors and construction firms, among
others, building permits are the #1 service they'd like to see receive mobile access. It's #12 among the
general audience, so - as we recommended in 2020 - it's important to keep this distinction in mind as

local governments design digital experiences.

#5: LIBRARY

As we mentioned before, library services are one of those areas where, as many communities have made
them available, there may be increased pressure on communities who have not yet digitized access.
Whatever the cause, there was much more interest shown toward mobile access to library services in
2022 thanin 2020.

Contrast this with the level of dissatisfaction expressed by both the general audience and frequent users:
In every ranking, library services saw the least amount of dissatisfaction. This may be because it’s difficult
to criticize library services on the same footing as other local government services and because most
users are inherently well-disposed toward them (and more appreciative due to their being shut during

COVID-19). Of all the services ranked in our study, library services saw the greatest divide between

interest in mobile access (very high!) and citizen dissatisfaction (extremely low!).




CONCLUSION

American citizens have more digital devices and more channels on hand than ever. That list is only
going to become more expansive over time, and local governments are recognizing the need to
supply easy access to their services across multiple digital platforms. At the same time, citizens still

rely on in-person visits and phone calls as a key means of engagement.

Fortunately, the research we've summarized in this report shows there’s been solid progress

accomplished in meeting citizen expectations for digital and omnichannel accessibility.

COVID-19 played a hand in hastening that along, but it's also due to the public service vision of many
local governments who realized they could deliver services more quickly, efficiently, and

conveniently by adopting digital tools.

There is, though, much work yet to be done. To provide your community with convenient,
omnichannel digital accessibility, and intelligently utilize your budgetary and human resources, it's

crucial to follow these steps:

0 Determine which services can most benefit from omnichannel digital

engagement.

Discover the platforms and devices people prefer to use for engaging with
those services.
e Adopt the most flexible, efficient, and proven technologies available to meet

citizen preferences - ideally using solutions and frameworks purpose-built

for local government needs.

Local governments are recognizing the
need to supply easy access to their
services across multiple digital platforms.
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ABOUT US

Rock Solid’s software solutions empower city and municipal leaders to digitally bridge the gap
between residents and their local government. Helping local governments shift from inside-out
thinking, with internal departments controlling processes, to an outside-in concept, driven by how
residents actually think and want to engage is a critical piece to better connecting with your
community. At Rock Solid, we believe in the Power of One, which means empowering city leaders
with unifying end-to-end solutions for their staff and residents. We offer the following suite of

resident- centric software solutions for local government.

O N EVI EW CRM & SERVICE REQUESTS

Our full-featured constituent relationship manager
(CRM) simplifies service requests and pairs with
customized mobile app, to provide a centralized hub

for resident interactions.

PUBLIC MEETING AND AGENDA MANAGEMENT
O N E M EETI N G Simplify managing public meetings and agendas, as

well as boards and commissions with a single,

end-to-end, cloud-based solution to optimize and

digitize your public meeting process.

PUBLIC RECORDS REQUESTS

O N E R EQ U EST Save time, stay compliant, and reduce risk while
managing the ever-growing number of requests for
public records with our easy-to-use FOIA request

software

HANDS-FREE STREAMING VIDEO

<( ©)> SWAG IT Swagit provides hands-free video streaming®,

broadcast, and captioning solutions to government
agencies, to spark citizen participation while

allowing staff to focus on key responsibilities.
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Read to learn more

CONTACT US


https://www.rocksolid.com/ww

