
Beyond 
"How Can I Help?"

Elevating the Customer and User Experience 
in Municipal Services



Waste is 
Disrespectful

• Humanity: Waste is disrespectful to humanity 
because it wastes scarce resources. 

• Citizens: Waste is disrespectful to citizens because it 
asks them to pay for processes with no value. 

• Individuals: Waste is disrespectful of individuals 
because it asks them to do work with no value.

Denver Peak Academy



Elevated service delivery respects 
people’s time, money, and dignity.



Who are our customers? 

• Outside individuals, businesses, & organizations that interact with us
• Those who receive our services 
• Those who are affected by our organization (stakeholders)
• Taxpayers, Rate Payers
• Inside departments and co-workers
• Elected Officials
• Other governmental entities or community members



What is 
customer 

service? 

• The manner of treating customers in a polite and helpful 
way

• The part of an organization that answers customers’ 
questions, exchanges goods that are not satisfactory, 
etc. 

    
• The way that 

an organization deals with customers before, during, 
and after a transaction, and the activities involved in 
providing services to customers



It’s about service delivery. 

What is customer experience (CX)? 

The overall perception customers have 
when interacting with the city. It includes: 
Processes, Communication, Trust, Follow-
through, Wait Times.

What is user experience(UX)? 

The design and usability of a specific 
service, system, or interaction.  It 
includes: website navigation, software 
solutions, phone systems, signs, 
building layout.  



What is elevated 
service delivery?

• Needs are met proactively, even before 
they are known

• Customers have minimal awareness of 
our internal complexity

• Information is clear and in plain 
language

• Interaction is simple, if required

Goal: Better outcomes with less effort. 



That’s the way we’ve always done it it.

Roast Trimming
The constraint disappeared. 
The habit remained. 

Most dangerous sentence used in 
organizations



Government “Roast Ends”

Process Waste
• Extra approvals
• Duplicate data entry
• Legacy forms

Communication Waste
• Government speak
• Compliance without clarity
• Reactive responses

Digital Waste
• Website mirrors org chart
• Too many links
• Outdated content



Polite Runaround

Resident receives two letters with slightly different information. At 
the bottom of both letters: “If you have questions, please come to 
City Hall at 123 Main Street.” 

• They come to City Hall.

• Resident (holding letters): Hi. I got this letter last week, and then 
I got this one yesterday. They say different things. I just want to 
make sure I’m doing the right thing.

• Staff (pleasant): Let me take a look… Okay, yes. This one is from 
Planning, and this one is from Assessors.

• Resident: Right. They’re about the same property. 

• Staff: They’re related, but they’re technically different 
departments.

• Resident: Well, it says at the bottom, “If you have questions, 
come here.”

• Staff: Yes, that’s our main address.

• Resident: So… this isn’t the right place?

• Staff (still kind): The Assessment Division is actually in the Oak 
Street building.

• Resident: Okay. Can someone there explain this?

• Staff: Yes, but the assessor is on vacation this week.

• Resident: So what do I do?

• Staff: You can come back next week when she returns, or I can 
give you her email.

• Resident: So I came to the address on the letter… and I still 
don’t have an answer?

• Staff (apologetic): I’m really sorry for the inconvenience. Have a 
great day!



Being nice is not the 
same as being 

helpful!

Nice Helpful
Apologizes Resolves with empathy

Refers Owns

Directs Clarifies

Gives contact info Contact

Ends politely Shares next steps and 
realistic timeline

I’m really sorry for the 
inconvenience. Have a 
great day!

I’m sorry this was confusing, 
here’s what you can 
expect…









Adhering to statutory notice 
requirements isn’t the same as 

communicating
Compliance Communication
Meets legal requirements Provides clear information
“it’s posted” “it’s understood”
Protects Organization Serves Residents
Reactive Proactive



Website - Link Rot



Website – 
Too much 
information



Hick–Hyman Law

• What it means: The more choices you give someone at 
once, the longer it takes them to decide.

• Government/workplace example (Wisconsin city context):

• If a “Services” page lists 40 links, residents may hesitate or 
click the wrong thing.

• It’s faster when services are grouped into a few clear 
categories, such as:

• Bills & Payments
• Permits & Licensing
• Streets & Snow
• Parks & Recreation
• Public Safety



Lack of 
buttons to 
select



Fitts’s Law • What it means: The closer and bigger a button/target is, the faster and easier it is 
to click or tap.

• On a City website (e.g., paying a utility bill or submitting a permit request), make 
the most-used actions like “Pay Bill,” “Report a Concern,” “Apply for Permit”:

• Large
• Easy to find
• Not buried in a corner or tiny menu



A website only 
supports service 
delivery when it’s kept 
up to date and easy to 
use (and ADA 
compliant).



WCAG 2.1 AA – 
Federal ADA Web 
Accessibility Rule

Government Compliance Deadlines:
•  April 24, 2026 • Population 50,000+ 
residents  April 26, 2027 • Population under 
50,000 residents

 
Perceivable

 
Operable

 
Understandable

 
Robust

• Alt text 
• Captions 
• 4.5:1 contrast
• Zoom to 200%

• Keyboard 
access

• Visible focus 
• No traps

• Plain language
• Clear errors
• Predictable 

navigation

• Screen reader 
ready 

• Proper headings
• Labeled forms



So what do we do? 

Insanity Meh Best
Nothing, continue to 
do the same thing 
and hope things 
change (or stay the 
same or wait things 
out until we can 
retire)

Provide better 
customer service, 
digitize our current 
processes 

Elevate through 
continuous 
improvement



First – Lead

• Develop relationships and trust
• Ensure alignment with mission and vision
• Build a cohesive team (leadership team)
• Break down silos
• Change service delivery from being department focused 

to customer focused
• Define and build a culture of continuous improvement
• Play out WIFM



Define what CI means to you

Who? What? Where? When? How? 

Everyone.  
Leaders model and 
support, but it is 
everyone’s 
responsibility.

Commitment to 
constantly 
improving how 
we deliver 
service, reduce 
effort, and use 
public 
resources 
responsibility. 

Across the 
organization 
and with 
those who we 
interact and 
impact. 

Ongoing.  
Not just one 
and done, 
not when we 
are told to, 
not just 
during a 
crisis – part 
of our daily 
routine. 

Continuous Improvement efforts are focused on 
service delivery by improving the customer and 
user experience:
• by reducing the customer effort, 
• eliminating unnecessary interactions, 
• streamlining processes, 
• proactively anticipating needs and questions, 
• using plain language,
• communication for understanding.  

Why? 

Mission, Vision, or your “why”
Mission: The City provides goods and services in the pursuit of a safe and vibrant community. 
Vision: A thriving and sustainable community offering abundant opportunities for work and life. 



Pick a 
Process to 

Review

• Talk with staff about why people are regularly contacting 
them

• Have them document when people call or come in
• Be curious, ask questions
• Monitor feedback channels 
• Have after action reviews for cyclical or new or changes 

processes



Review the 
process with 

a Lean tool

• Why do we have this process?  Use Five Whys
• What is the root problem? Use Fishbone Diagram
• What is the current process? Map it out or at least walk 

through the steps
• What waste can we eliminate? Value Stream Mapping





Why do permits take so long to issue? – 5 Whys

Why do they 
seem so 
slow?

Why are there 
multiple 
approvals?

Why are they done 
separately?

Why hasn’t it 
changed?

Why haven’t we 
reviewed it?

There are 
many 
departments 
approvals. 

Each 
department 
reviews 
consecutively 
and not 
concurrently. 

That’s how the 
process was set up 
years ago. 
(and/or we send the 
original application 
around for all the 
departments to 
review)

We’ve never 
reviewed the 
full process 
together.

We don’t have 
time and we are 
focused on what 
our department 
needs. 



Fishbone Diagram
• Also known as cause and effect diagram 

used to identify and organize the potential 
root causes. 

• Head: What is being reviewed.
• Spine: Line connecting the head to the 

categories.
• Bones: Categories of causes. 
• Sub-branches: Possible causes. 



Why do permits take so long to 
issue? Fishbone Diagram



Permit Process Map





Value Stream 
Mapping

• Lean tool used to map the steps of a process that helps 
to identify waste, delays, and opportunities for 
improvement. 

• Includes: 
• Process Steps
• Process Time
• Wait time
• Waste Identification
• Total Time 



Permit Process – Current State
Applicant 

gets 
informatio
n together

Process 
Time 1-5 

days

Wait Time: 
NA

Waste: 
Unclear 

checklist 
missing 

info

Lean 
Waste 
Type: 

Defects 
Rework

Applicatio
n 

Submitted 
(Counter 
or Portal)

15 minutes

1-3 days

Manual 
Intake

Waiting

Data 
Entered 

into 
System

20 minutes

Same

Duplicate 
Entry 

(paper/syst
em)

Overproces
sing

Reviewed

30 minutes

2-5 days

Inconsiste
nt 

standards

Defects

Routed to 
Zoning 
Dept

1-2 hours

3-5 days

Email, 
phone 

calls, new 
paperwork 

needed

Motion,  
Waiting, 
Defects, 
Rework

Routed to 
Fire Dept

1-2 hours

3-5 days

Email, 
phone 
calls, 

amended 
application

Overproces
sing, 

Waiting

Engineerin
g Review

2-3 hours

5-10 days

Application 
in inbox

Waiting

Final 
Correction

s sent to 
applicant

20 minutes

3-7 days

Multiple 
letters, 
emails, 
phone 

calls, visits

Waiting, 
rework, 

over 
processing

Application 
Resubmitte

d

1-2 hours

3-5 days

Re-review 
of 

unchanged 
sheets

Overproces
sing

Fee 
Payment 

and 
Verificatio

n

15 minutes

1-3 days

Separate 
Collection 

Office

Transportat
ion

Permit 
Issued

10 minutes

NA

Manual 
Notificatio

n

Motion 

• Steps 11
• Total Actual Work Time: ~10–18 hours
• Total Waiting Time: 25–45+ days



Permit Process – Future State
Applicant Applies 
and pays online

Process Time 1-5 
days

Wait Time: NA

Waste: Waiting for 
Applicant, unable 
to submit without 

required info

Lean Waste Type: 
Waiting

Reviewed

30 minutes

1 day

Auto Route to 
Dept Queues

1-2 hours

1-5 Days

Correction needed

Rework

Applicant Makes 
Correction

1 hour

1-3 days

Waiting for 
correction

Correction 
Reviewed

15 minutes

1 day

Review

Rework

Permit Issued

0 minutes (auto 
issueance)

NA

Email Notification

• Steps 6 not 11
• Total Actual Work Time: 6 not  10–18 hours
• Total Waiting Time: 4-10 not 25–45+ days



How can we measure improvements? 

Reduction in steps Reduction in wait 
time

Reduction in 
repeat contacts

Increase in first-
contact resolution

ADA compliance 
progress

Customer effort 
score (simple 1–5 

survey)



What This Means for Us

• Elevated service delivery is not about being 
nicer. It’s about designing systems that:

• Reduce customer effort
• Eliminate unnecessary steps
• Use plain language
• Anticipate needs
• Respect people’s time and money
• Hide internal complexity

• Waste is disrespectful.

• If a step doesn’t add value, we should 
question it.

• Nice ≠ Helpful.

• Helpful means ownership and resolution.

• Continuous improvement is leadership 
work.



Start Monday

Pick one process. Ask: Why do 
people contact us 

about this?

Map the current 
steps.

Eliminate one 
“roast end.”

Close one loop 
that frustrates 

customers.



Resources

Lean & Continuous Improvement
• Five Whys
• Fishbone (Cause & Effect)
• Value Stream Mapping
• Standard Work

Behavioral & UX Concepts
• Hick–Hyman Law
• Fitts’s Law
• Plain Language Guidelines 

(PlainLanguage.gov)
• WCAG 2.1 AA Accessibility Standards

Government Examples
• Denver Peak Academy (Lean in local 

government)
• U.S. Digital Service Playbook
• 18F Design Methods



Questions?

Contact Info: rgrill@oshkoshwi.gov
920-236-5002

mailto:rgrill@oshkoshwi.gov
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