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Good Evening,

I’m Joan Roman, Public Information Officer for the Town of Arlington.

I’m here to update the Selectmen and residents of recent activities, accomplishments, challenges, and future objectives of the Town’s communication and customer service initiatives. 

I’m also here as part of our ongoing outreach to residents who may not be familiar with how “they” can “get connected” and “stay connected” to Town Hall. 

First I’d like to offer a 1,000 foot view of today’s communication options
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- Twenty years ago the *local newspaper, *mail, and the *telephone were the main sources for reaching a majority of the Town’s population.  They still are, but that is changing quickly.


A variety of available communication channels offer tremendous opportunities in reaching vast audiences in an efficient manner.  *The internet, *cell phones, *smart phones, *text messaging, *social networking all compete with *traditional media.

These multiple communication channels also pose unique challenges in informing the public on general Town activities, and in the event of an emergency.

With all these choices there is no single communication channel that reaches all residents, and trying to support all of these, would quickly deplete our resources without necessarily achieving Town goals. *
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To meet the growing demands of more real-time and in-depth information from the public. we’ve focused our energies on the following core communication channels, that allow residents to ‘get connected’ and ‘stay connected’ to Town Hall.

For residents to “get connected” at any time, there’s the Town’s *website which includes a variety of information about Town operations,  activities,  and our customer service center, *the Request/Answer Center.

To ‘stay connected,’ methods in which the Town notifies residents, there’s *Town of Arlington email Notices and *Reverse 911. 


I’ll be doing an overview of ‘our’ efforts in these areas as Arlington works toward strengthening the link between the public and Town Hall, and searches for efficiencies in a time of dwindling resources.

We’ll start with what’s available to residents 24/7.

The Town’s website.
*
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*The Town’s website supports one of the top priority goals of the Board of Selectmen: To enhance public communication and customer service, and leverage technology to improve efficiencies.

* Currently he site is made up of over 6 thousand pages and growing. Serving a population of 42 thousand, surrounding communities, and more.

* Supporting the online information and outreach activities of:
- Community Requests, such as calendar listings and community links.
- 15 Departments Across Town
- And over 65 Boards/Committees/Commissions, who recently became much more active with the institution of the new Open Meeting Law in July. To give you an rough idea of the new workload, we anticipate adding 1,500 pages to the site annually.
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Consistent Traffic 2010

Visitor Loyalty — 1.3M Pageviews
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The website maintains consistently healthy traffic year round. In 2010 

* We had 1.3 Million Pageviews�
- ½ Million visits ��- Over a quarter million unique visitors with an average of 21 thousand unique visitors per month. 

This is a large volume of traffic for a market that is relatively small, 42K, our population. 

* Looking closer we see visitors are local, the majority coming from Arlington, Cambridge, and Boston, which confirms we are servicing our community. 

What’s really interesting to look at is our gains in visitor loyalty. 
�* Since 2008, those who visited the site more than 200 times a year, doubled. From 14,000 to almost 30,000. We put a lot of effort into making sure the content is fresh, the site is working properly, and users can find what they need easily. This is a collaborative effort with all departments and committees. These numbers confirm people are returning to the site with great frequency.

�


Request/Answer Center
Answers Viewed — Self Serve

Answers Viewed by e 275K Answers Viewed

Department ]
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Asked (.4%)

 Productivity Equivalent

— 7,644 hours annually
— 4.18 FTE per year

* Top Departments

— DPW, Public Safety,
Treasurer, Clerk
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Let’s look at the Town’s online Customer Service Center, the Request/Answer Center, with a focus on the “Answer” side. A major feature of the service is the ability for residents to easily search an extensive database before asking someone at Town Hall a question. If they cannot find the answer, their question is forwarded to staff for an answer.

Since launching the service 3 years ago: 

*Over 275K Answers Viewed. �*Yet, only asked 1,100 Questions were “answered by staff” - less than 1%.

This is a significant statistics and indicates that the R/A Center is working. Visitors are getting their answers on their own – true self-service. 

* Answers Viewed are potential phone calls not coming to staff. If an average phone call takes 5 minutes to answer, then this feature preserves over * 7,600 productivity hours for the Town annually, or the equivalent to 4.18 Full-time employees per year.

*Breaking it down by department, you can see what areas users are interested in, and what departments benefitted from having their information online. Topping the list is Public Works, Public Safety, Treasurer’s Office and Clerk’s Office.

*
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Request Submitted — Full Serve
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Now let’s look at the “Request” side of the Request/Answer Center. Now we’re talking full customer service as staff involvement is required to fulfill a specific task. For example, fixing a pot hole, posting an agenda, or trimming a tree. 

*Since service launch:
*Over 6,000 requests were created and 5,800 closed.

*The average annual breakdown of departments who receive the most requests through the system are Public Works, Town Manager’s Office, Board of Health, and Police.

*In addition to Requests submitted by residents directly, staff will do their best to enter Requests into the system that are submitted by other methods – such as phone and email. 

* The ratio is pretty much evenly split between staff entered and customer entered requests. We are looking at this area for additional productivity gains.  For example let’s look closer at how requests are submitted to Public Works.
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Earlier I spoke about the challenges with multiple communication channels available to “reach the public,” the same is true for “the public to reach the Town.” The more channels, the more coordination needed. We need to be accessible, but we also need to better control our request intake to preserve productivity.

Here’s a visual representation of request intake for Public Works. There’s *phone via dispatch, *phone via voicemail, *phone calls to staff in the field, *email – to multiple staff, *walk-ins, and the *R/A Center.

As you can see, the R/A Center, today, is a small part of how the department receive requests. 

This is the direction we should be going in.
*
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Public Works Request Intake Future
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The bulk of requests should be directed to the Request/Answer Center, followed by dispatch, and walk-ins.

This is where streamlining communication channels and leveraging more “self-serve” methods, will preserve productivity.

In order to achieve this kind of efficiency we need cooperation from everyone in directing their Requests to the R/A Center. It will also improve data collection for future trending.

I’d also like to add that customers who enter their own request, get to track it too. So there’s the added benefit of accountability.
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New Subscribers/Specific Outreach Results
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Let’s look at how residents can “Stay Connected” and receive important information from Town Hall.

Town of Arlington Notices are emails from the Town that deliver information on general Town activities, and in emergency situations. 

It is a highly effective communication channel for the Town to inform residents quickly, and with very little cost. However, we need residents to sign up.

*We just passed the 3K subscriber mark at the end of 2010 and are constantly working to build the subscriber base, by employing a series of “creative” marketing within the site, the Request/Answer Center, the Notices themselves, local media, handouts, and word-of-mouth. 

*We’ve been successful in building campaigns based around ‘high value’ content that is of great interest to residents to increase our subscription numbers. Top campaigns include outreach around the following events: Snow Emergencies, the H1N1 flu pandemic, and the Boil Water Order.
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Reverse91l1l

 Reaches most Arlington
households (14.5K).

e Multiple phone providers
makes obtaining all
households difficult.

* Residents should make
sure they are subscribed.

Arlingtonma.gov/reverse911l
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Another method for the Town to reach residents is by calling them. 

Reverse 911 is a system that allows the Town to call residents in the event of an emergency or for an important notification.


*Our Reverse 911 system has a greater reach than email with approx 27K phone numbers, associated with 14.5K addresses.

Although most households in Arlington are in the Reverse911 database, we don’t have everyone. 

*Again, because of multiple communication options – this time multiple phone providers – there is no single source of phone numbers so we continue our outreach efforts to build the most complete database.

*So I’d like to take this opportunity to mention to anyone listening, if you did not receive a phone call from the Town during the Boil Water Order last spring, to register your phone number online at arlingtonma.gov/reverse911.
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* Emergency notifications to the public is a top priority and requires tremendous coordination. 

It’s the collaboration of many departments and groups around Town working together to compile and disseminate critical information to the public, quickly and clearly.

During the MWRA’s Boil Water Order last spring, all parties jumped into action. From the official announcement to the lifting of the ban 3 days later, plans were developed and the public was informed in a timely manner, by utilizing our primary communication channels: Reverse 911, email Notifications, and updates on the Town’s website.

On a personal note, it was my first time working with the emergency management team, and  I have to say, as a resident, I was duly impressed with the care and professionalism showed during this event. Arlington is in very good hands.

* We continue to review our processes to be prepared for future emergencies.
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Reverse911 & Email Notices

® o Rev91l has greater reach
than Email, but slower and
COSts more.

 Email Notices — instant with
no incremental costs based
on subscribers.
— Easier to send, can reach
more devices.
e Subscribe to Email Notices
Arlingtonma.gov/subscriber
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Some notes about the differences between Reverse911 and Town Email Notices.

*Although Reverse 911 has a greater reach than email Notices, it is slower and cost more to send. For example:
A non-emergency Town-wide call, can take 2 days to reach all households.

 An emergency “instant” Town-wide call can take 2-3 hours and can cost an additional $6K.

* Where as, Email notices reach all subscribers instantaneously with no additional cost. Plus the process to send an email is quicker and easier.

* Additionally, emails are commonly accessed from multiple devices.

 Reverse911 is an excellent communication method with tremendous reach, but because of its cost, its used judiciously.

Email is also an excellent communication method and because of it’s ease of use and minimal cost, it is utilized often by the Town. For these reasons we would very much like to see subscription numbers of email notifications match that of Reverse911.






Future Objectives

e Continue to provide timely information.

* Increase subscriptions: Notices/Reverse911

* |Increase usage to Request/Answer Center.

e Preserve productivity.

* Review/Implement technology for efficiencies.

e Support staff in public communication and
customer service initiatives.
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Over the past few years, the Town has built an extremely valuable relationship with its constituents with content and services they obviously seek. It has also implemented an internal system of gathering and tracking common request types across multiple departments that can be use to: identify trends, preserve productivity, and offer accountability to residents. 

Building off these successes we will.

* Continue to provide timely and accurate information through our existing communication channels.

* Increase subscription numbers to email Notices and Reverse 911.

* Increase usage of the R/A Center for both staff and residents.

* Preserve and increase productivity whenever possible.

* Review technology and infrastructure for efficiencies and other improvements and implement as necessary.

* Support staff in their public communication and online customer support initiatives.





Challenges

 Resources
— Ongoing day-to-day operations
« Adding content
» Training/supporting existing staff

e Technology Limitations

— Overall our channels are robust, yet technology is
aging and we need to identify better solutions.

e QOutreach
— No marketing budget, help us spread the word.
— Email Notices, Reverse911, Request/Answer Center
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*Resources continue to be a challenge. 

We are seeing growing demands to have information provided more conveniently, quicker, and in greater volume, whether online, email, Reverse911, or some other method. 

Currently, there’s a lot balls in the air to make all this integration work.  We have 20 staff members posting to the website and over 40 using the Request/Answer Center as administrators.  We are adding increased volumes of content. Supporting and training existing staff in new methods to handle the intake, is expanding. 

Technology limitations

* Overall our communications infrastructure is robust. However, we are outgrowing our current set of tools and we need to ID and implement solutions to meet our ever expanding needs. 

* Outreach – Help
As you know, there is no marketing budget for outreach on these services, we continue with ‘creative marketing’ techniques and ask the Board in helping us spread the word on these services.  Encourage residents to subscribed to email Notices, make sure they are in the Reverse 911 database, and direct them to the Request/Answer Center to find Answers or submit a Request. 
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Reguest/Answer Center & more
arlingtonma.gov

Stay Connected

arlingtonma.gov/subscriber
arlingtonma.gov/reverse911
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Now more than ever, we need to work together to build off our past successes and further leverage these features to better serve Arlington residents and support staff. Residents need to meet us half way in connecting with us, so we can inform them of day-to-day operations and in the event of an emergency.

I invite everyone watching to “get connected” and “stay connected” to Town Hall, at arlingtonma.gov.
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