
State and local government leaders have made it through 
the initial phase of their response to the pandemic. Now 
that they’ve found their footing, they’re starting to consider 

long-term solutions to address remote work, critical services for 
citizens and businesses, funding and staffing shortages, and 
other issues that will likely come with the “next normal.” 

Digital services are an important part of their strategies and their 
planned investments over the next 12 to 18 months. In a recent 
Center for Digital Government (CDG) survey, the top perceived 
benefit of moving to digital services was increased resident 
access and improved citizen engagement.1 While digital services 
were once considered a convenience, they are now critical to 
help residents, businesses and government workers recover from 
the pandemic and thrive in the future. 

The key to successful adoption of digital services is a new 
generation of special-purpose, pre-built tools. Using these 
tools, states and local governments can streamline records 
management and back-office processes, enable self-service 
permitting and forms filing, simplify citizen access to vital 
services such as unemployment insurance and social services, 
and more. They can also address some of their most pressing 
challenges related to funding, staffing and legacy technology.

NEW URGENCIES, ONGOING CHALLENGES
A number of trends and challenges drive the need for next-
generation digital services.

The need to serve residents safely. Requirements for social 
distancing along with a rising tide of individuals seeking social 
services, unemployment benefits, vehicle registration renewals 
and other services are escalating pressure for personalized 
self-service experiences that can be accessed from any device. 
In the CDG survey, nearly 68 percent of respondents said they 
plan to modernize benefits-related services, and 52 percent 
plan to modernize services related to citizen requests (e.g., 311) 
within the next 12 to 18 months. 

Reduced budgets and slowed economic development. With 
shutdowns, social distancing and reduced spending, businesses 

are struggling to keep the lights on. In addition, municipalities 
may be losing revenue related to unregistered short-term 
rentals, building permits, business licenses and other activities. 
To better support the business community, maintain revenue 
streams and ensure regulatory compliance, organizations need 
digital services that automate workflows and expedite approvals. 

Antiquated business processes and workflows. To 
accommodate remote work, enhance productivity and save 
money, IT leaders need to incorporate digital forms and 
automation into their business processes and workflows. This 
is especially critical in the area of records management, where 
organizations face a skyrocketing number of public records, 
forms and other documents that must be generated, captured, 
analyzed, governed and reported on. 

Concerns about lengthy deployment times. Traditional 
deployment strategies can eat up months and years before 
organizations have a viable service in hand. Urgencies 
related to the pandemic, recession, recent natural disasters 
and other disruptions require solutions that can be deployed 
in weeks if not days. 

ACCELERATING AND SIMPLIFYING  
THE MOVE TO DIGITAL SERVICES 
Forward-looking organizations are transforming how they 
deliver citizen services by leveraging a new generation of 
cloud-based tools that simplify, accelerate and improve the 
delivery of digital services. 

By providing libraries of pre-built services and enabling the 
layering of new applications on top of existing applications and 
processes, these next-generation tools empower organizations 
to provide digital citizen services in days rather than months — 
all while working within staffing, budget and other constraints. 

Nearly 68 percent of survey respondents said they 
plan to modernize benefits-related services, and  
52 percent plan to modernize services related to citizen 
requests (e.g., 311) within the next 12 to 18 months.

ONLINE SERVICES:  
A Gateway to Operational Resilience and Citizen Engagement



In addition, existing staff can deploy, customize and manage 
these services without in-depth technical knowledge, so there  
is no need to hire in-house developers. 

Using these tools, state and local governments can customize, 
personalize and automate processes to provide a seamless, 
intuitive self-service experience. Individuals can request services, 
complete forms, apply for jobs or licenses, pay bills and fees 
digitally, and more. Configurable workflows orchestrate and 
automate customer service tasks from start to finish, freeing  
up time for staff to concentrate on more complex issues. 

OPENING THE GATEWAY TO INNOVATION
The following practices can help ease change management 
and maximize the effectiveness of digital services:

• Prioritize efforts according to what is most critical. For 
example, when bringing driver’s license renewals and 
replacements online, start with commercial licenses and 
then expand to include non-commercial licenses.

• Provide immediate value. Identify the minimum viable 
program that will give good benefit to users, and work toward 
that. Phase in projects with longer-term functionalities in mind. 

• Leverage current processes. While some process changes 
are essential, avoid the temptation to change processes  
that work. Remember the goal is to provide services to 
citizens; perfection can be the enemy of the good. 

• Use application layering. Build web front-end 
applications on top of existing systems of record.  

Make them available on mobile platforms as well as 
traditional desktop browser environments. 

• Create more agile procurement processes. Leverage 
existing procurement vehicles and seek creative ways to 
launch projects more quickly. Seek common ground around 
meeting citizen needs, and communicate openly about 
timelines and blocks to procurement.

• Draw on vendor/partner expertise. Instead of trying to do 
everything in house, rely on vendor skillsets, best practices 
and technology to accelerate implementation and reduce 
the burden on IT staff. 

THE TIME IS NOW
Online citizen self-services and automated back-office  
operations are a critical antidote to the challenges of meet-
ing the public’s needs now and in the future. When used as 
part of a unified civic engagement platform, they become a 
comprehensive solution, bringing together website manage-
ment, digital communications, online transactions, records 
management and meeting transparency. Given the urgencies 
of the moment, there has never been a better time to start.

This paper was created by the Center for Digital 
Government with input from Granicus.

BOLD AND INNOVATIVE IN A TIME OF UNCERTAINTY 
When the pandemic struck, time was of 
the essence for the state of Oklahoma. 
As the state’s unemployment figures 
shot from 2.9 percent to 14.7 percent 
between March and April 2020, families 
across the state struggled to make ends 
meet. To help individuals file claims 
and receive Pandemic Unemployment 
Assistance (PUA) benefits as quickly  
as possible, the state needed to  
rapidly replace its collapsing 

unemployment site, which could not 
handle the surge in site traffic. 

The state had already been working 
on a large digitization strategy 
and asked their partner, Granicus, 
to replace the front-end of its 
unemployment services with an 
automated, citizen self-service 
solution, which would connect to 
and leverage data from the state’s  

mainframe. Using the digital services 
delivery solution, Oklahoma was  
able to move from finalizing 
requirements to delivering an initial  
set of online PUA services within 
24 hours. Today, the system serves 
more than 400,000 active users and 
processes thousands of claims weekly, 
ensuring that the state can quickly  
get help to individuals and families  
that need it the most.
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