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We’re living in a world with constantly 
evolving consumer expectations. This 
is putting the squeeze on companies 
and brands to deliver what consumers 
want and when they want it. Where 
once, good customer service (CX) 
would be considered a point of 
competitive advantage, today it’s 
become a basic requirement, with 
nine out of ten organisations planning 
to compete primarily on the basis of 
customer service excellence. 
(Gartner 2014). 

How does this apply to the customers of 
local government? Can – and should - a 
resident’s experience of finding out the dates 
of their bank holiday bin collection compare 
with their latest ASOS order and return? 
How does a local business’s online planning 
application compare with their latest request 
for car insurance? 

At a time when local authorities are under 
greater financial pressures than ever 
before, investing in major change feels 
counterintuitive. 

But investment around the edges is no longer 
enough. New ways of working are needed 
as authorities strive to provide core services 
with fewer resources, while maintaining or 
increasing stakeholder satisfaction.
It’s a tall order. But we believe investing in 
creating better customer experiences is 
central to creating the efficiencies needed 
while improving relations with citizens and 
local business

Why is the customer 
experience so important? 
CX has become the lens through which 
we shape services and products, structure 
and lead our organisations, and compete. 
Expectations have been set high by the likes 
of Amazon, Zappos and John Lewis, whose 

service and convenience have created 
extraordinary customer loyalty. 

But what about local government, where the 
relationship with customers is not voluntary? 
We’re bound to our local authority for so 
much of what we do on a daily basis. Yet as 
citizens we don’t get a choice outside of the 
occasional visit to the ballot box. 

So, what does customer 
experience mean in a local 
government context? 
It means helping your customers to navigate 
complex systems. It means providing 24x7 
access digitally. And at the same time, it 
means ensuring the needs of the IT illiterate, 
migrants who don’t speak English, older 
people, people with no access to computers 
etc. are addressed. 

Local government doesn’t need to compete 
but it’s important that people are satisfied with 
their council and see the value in the services 
they receive to ensure needs are being met, 
council tax continues to be paid and – from 
the point of view of the politicians – residents 
continue to vote!

If citizens do not engage with their local 
authority, it can become a vicious cycle of 
spiralling costs and frustrated employees. 
Forrester Research found direct links 
between CX and people’s attitudes about 
their communities, the efficacy of legislation, 
public compliance and engagement, and the 
health and efficiency of government workers. 
Customer experience in local government 
isn’t just a moral imperative, it is a vital part 
of local government’s perpetual journey to 
provide cost-effective services, improve 
compliance and trust, and give customers 
the experiences they have come to expect 
every day.  
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Progress is already being made. Many 
councils are at the forefront of applying 
technology to make local services both more 
customer-centric and efficient. As long ago 
as 2011, the Customer-Led Transformation 
programme, under the direction of the 
LGDC and LGA, had invested £7 million to 
support local government embed the use 
of customer insight and social media tools 
and techniques in the way it worked. Across 
the four phases of the programme, the 63 
projects involved delivered or supported the 
delivery of more than £331 million of financial 
benefit to the public and public services, 
including £61.5 million of savings directly 
from the projects. 

In 2017, Aylesbury Vale implemented 
DigitalGenius to bring Artificial Intelligence to 
its customer service operation. DigitalGenius 
learns from previous exchanges with 
residents and is already improving response 
times to queries around services such as 
council tax, benefits and bin collections. 
But consistent examples of a council 
delighting customers on a daily basis are 
harder to find as councils struggle to balance 
the need to create efficiencies and improve 
services. 

Unfortunately, the stereotype of the 
public sector is one of red tape levels of 
bureaucracy in which over-adherence to 
procedure results in the customer becoming 
embroiled in paper trails and Kafkaesque 
transfers between departments.

Twenty-first century local government 
seeks to break this stereotype cycle, so 
that customer satisfaction, rather than the 
rigid adherence to old, internally-focused 
procedures, often conceived years ago, is 
sovereign. 

In this report we consider how local 
government can be creative, make 
improvements and adapt their ways of 
working to improve customer experience 

across all channels, in the face of ever-higher 
expectations from customers and strained 
public finances. 

At Change Associates what we have found 
from our work with the private and public 
sectors is that moving towards or being a 
truly customer-centric organisation requires a 
number of vital building blocks, both strategic 
and operational: 

Collaboration and Integrated Services
With the customer at the centre, this will drive 
the right behaviours. 

Branding and Shared Values 
Improving your customers’ perceptions 
of you – thinking from an ‘outside-in’ 
perspective.

Data-driven Transformation
Cut bureaucracy, eliminate waste and create 
new citizen-centric services by using data 
to open up new opportunities and drive 
innovation.

Employee Empowerment
Getting the best from your people.

Cultural Change
Structural overhaul isn’t always the answer. 
Changing the culture, gradually overriding 
aversion to change, and challenging the 
traditions will enable a customer-focused 
mindset.

In the next section we’ll explore these in 
more detail. 
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Collaboration and 
integrated services
There are many ways to skin the 
organisational cat. 

A technology lead will argue for better 
technology. The HR Director will make the 
case for more training. And operations might 
suggest a move to centralised support 
services. 

All can be right. But complexity in local 
government, the need to enforce whilst 
serving, and traditional siloed working, means 
it’s not always easy to keep customer at the 
heart of the process.

Variable approaches and behaviours across 
departments results in inconsistency in the 
experiences of customers and employees 
alike. Initiatives get proposed and developed 
separately and whilst each directorate 
comes up with its own ‘customer-focused’ 
proposition, this is not joined up as what 
works well for one area may not work well for 
another. And in today’s society it is essential 
to have a joined-up view of the customer.

Established fiefdoms, outmoded ways of 
working and competing agendas can block 
the sharing of knowledge and innovation to 
create a single unified view of the customer. 
Yet this view might be the key to resolving the 
issues that most frustrate your residents.

Recommendations
 u  Adopt a whole system approach to 

improving effectiveness and efficiency so 
that improvements for residents could be 
accelerated. This means breaking down 
silos and creating communities of shared 
interest.

 u  Improved CX requires joined-up thinking. 
Services need to be integrated across 
departments – mapping real customer 

journeys ready to be delivered end-to-
end digitally for those with access. 

 u  Customers don’t care who they’re 
interacting with when dealing with billing, 
registering, or paying. As far as they are 
concerned they talking to ‘the council’ 
and they want a consistent experience. 

Branding and 
shared values
With citizens very much in the driving 
seat, understanding and managing your 
customer’s perceptions of your authority 
becomes ever more important. 

Branding, as a discipline, is a way of doing 
this. It comes back to why you do something 
not what you do. It should not be reduced to 
the specific things an organisation does to 
create those perceptions (though branded 
refuse collection vehicles, signage etc. have 
their role), it runs far deeper and requires an 
organisation to think objectively about how to 
improve your customer’s perception of your 
organisation. 

For example, does the customer know 
what they can expect from you? What is 
their preferred method of communicating 
with you? Do they want a formal letter, a 
quick email, or might they even be happy to 
interact via Twitter and Facebook? Do they 
expect you to be active on social media? 

It shouldn’t cost too much either – it’s about 
assessing how customer experience fits with 
your identity. It requires you to understand 
your customer segments – which includes 
the public, ministers, internal employees and 
leaders, local businesses. And then it’s about 
understanding how you will communicate the 
unspoken brand promise in every interaction 
so that your customers understand who you 
are and what you will do for them. 
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Our research has found that in the customer-
centric organisation, this mutual benefit and 
understanding between an organisation, 
its employees and its customers creates 
what has been termed the ‘Shared Value 
Proposition’. Shared values, the beliefs and 
principles that underpin organisational culture 
and decision-making, need to be apparent in 
every customer experience.

Recommendations
 u  Remember that customer experience in 

local government is about helping people 
to navigate complexity. With this in mind, 
think objectively about how to improve 
your customer’s perceptions of you – this 
is branding. 

 u  Encapsulate shared values through brand 
– embedding them in all communications 
and interactions.

 u  Marketing communications agencies 
work with companies spending huge 
amount of time and effort on brand 
basically trying to understand their market 
and customer in order to know how to 
best communicate with them. And the 
process for doing that is just as valid for 
public services and their customers.

Data-driven 
transformation
The more digitally enabled an organisation 
becomes the more data it generates. The 
notion that everything can be measured 
means leaders are reassured that analytics 
are in place. But all too often the interaction 
with this data happens at points when 
officers need to validate decisions or show 
positive headline trends. 

Customer experience data should be used 
to challenge and inform decision making 
through the identification of themes or 
preferences that help define the customer’s 
perspective. It should be actively sought 
and viewed honestly and openly rather than 

selectively syphoned off and massaged 
into shape.

Of course, when analytics show success and 
improvement this should be celebrated, but 
in a politically sensitive culture it’s possible 
that analysis of data becomes almost a threat 
because it might reveal some unknown or 
even worse some inadequacy in the services 
being provided. 

A customer-centric organisation will welcome 
these discoveries from the deep pools of 
data they are creating because it gets them 
closer to their customers and allows them 
to make real incremental improvements in 
response. They might even adopt a test and 
learn approach which often leads to the most 
successful innovations. 

It’s equally important though to find out what 
doesn’t create great CX and to address this 
quickly or test out alternatives, rather than 
to plan big bang solutions that aim to solve 
everything. Data and analysis should help local 
governments to focus on areas where the 
greatest impact can be seen. 

Also important is collecting the right data 
and acting on it. This is about knowing your 
customer, being clear on different segments 
and then ensuring it is shared with the 
right people. Once that picture is clear, 
every interaction with the customer is an 
opportunity to anticipate, understand and meet 
expectations, and receive feedback. 

Couple this understanding with the right 
‘internal’ data about employees, from systems 
like HRIS, will mean the right people internally 
can be connected around the customer, 
finding expertise that can be incredibly useful 
when tapped at the right time. 

You can read more about using data to create 
the optimum customer experience in our fuller 
research paper ‘Optimising the Customer 
Experience – the changing role of customers, 
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employees and leaders’ – see the chapter 
‘Find the Story within the Data’.

The lifeblood of local government 
transformation is data. By taking an 
outside-in perspective, and sharing single-
sourced, trustworthy data about customers, 
services and processes can be redesigned 
and revolutionised. This will ultimately cut 
bureaucracy, eliminate waste and allow the 
creation of new, truly citizen-centric services. 

Recommendations:
 u  Use data to inform decision-making 

through the identification of themes 
or preferences that help define the 
customer’s perspective. 

 u  Take time to work out what creates great 
CX rather than planning big bang solutions 
that try to solve everything. 

 u  Aim for simpler but richer data – a single 
shared view of the customer is needed to 
create a more joined-up approach. 

 u  Understand the narrative behind the data 
to get a clear picture of the customer 
journey is an essential part of improving the 
customer experience. Simple messages 
from ‘big data’ that, when combined with 
information on your customer segments, 
help set direction, aid communication 
between teams, and determine priorities.

Employee empowerment
Many council employees interact with 
customers on a daily basis in a wide 
range of circumstances from discussing a 
planning enquiry to dealing with a pothole, 
to safeguarding a child. The knock-on effect 
of an empowered and motivated workforce 
on the customer’s journey and perception of 
the council – both for the majority who use its 
mainstream services and the minority of more 
vulnerable users – cannot be underestimated.
Gallup research has shown that the most 
motivated teams are not those that receive the 

biggest bonuses or the most money but ‘those 
that have the opportunity to do what they do 
best at work every day’. These teams are 50% 
more likely to have low employee turnover.

And in our research, ‘Optimising the Customer 
Experience’ we also found that without buy-
in from employees, any aspiration towards 
customer centricity will be fruitless. Engaged 
employees want to believe in the organisation 
for which they work and feel part of a 
culture that has been cultivated through the 
relationship with the customer.

Yet empowered cultures where staff are 
encouraged to use their insight to develop 
creative approaches and work together to 
solve problems appear to be less common in 
the public sector.

In February 2018, The Guardian (see ‘An 
obsession with hierarchy is undermining local 
services’, The Guardian, February 2018) 
reported the striking results from Rutland’s 
adult social care team where teams of staff 
with different skills were empowered to 
collectively resolve issues that had led to a 
struggling service with low staff morale. 

Over two years, the team saw an 85% 
reduction in delays moving patients into social 
care and a 77% fall in the number of people 
entering permanent care. There has also been 
a significant boost to staff morale and a fall in 
vacancies. 

Another example is the Wigan Deal, 
designed to reshape the relationship 
between council and community; part of that 
is trying to work with staff in a different way, 
including encouraging all its workers to be 
positive, accountable and courageous.

Examples like this show how a shift in 
behaviour and culture can direct resources 
and capacity to where they are most needed, 
eliminating waste and reducing bureaucracy. 
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Recommendations
 u  Successful organisations are recognising 

the benefits of shifting away from 
hierarchy and rigidity. Allow frontline staff 
more autonomy and initiative to try new 
methods and solve customer issues.

 u  Focus on continuous improvement 
and elimination of waste. Find ways 
of making employees feel good about 
making decisions and helping people. 
This requires trust and support from 
leaders to ensure mistakes are learning 
opportunities, rather than looking 
for blame. 

Cultural Change
Many local authorities have demonstrated 
readiness to change and are making use of the 
tools and technology available. There’s clear 
evidence from the case studies referenced by 
the LGA that applying technology effectively 
can generate cost savings.

We suggest that the biggest challenge 
ahead for local government now to create 
joined-up customer experiences is a cultural 
and organisational one – ensuring effective 
collaboration with, and support from, politicians 
and officers to join up services around shared 
customers. 

A customer-centric culture is one that is 
dominated and driven by the needs of the 
customer and not skewed by other agendas. 
This culture is focused on the ‘shared values’ 
of employees and their customers and drives 
behaviour. Successful cultures are transmitted 
from person to person and generation to 
generation. What people do reveals their 
values, and how they do things is a visible 
expression of culture. Organisations that are 
serious about their customers’ experience are 
serious about this shared agenda between 
employees and their customers.

Yet in a high-pressure environment like 
councils, there is still a tendency to reach 
for structural reform rather than try to shift 
culture and change ‘the way we do things 
around here’. 

Is the change in beliefs and culture harder 
in Local Government? Probably. The 
private sector tends to give more leeway 
to its leaders and is more forgiving of failed 
experiments. Commercial organisations 
have largely embraced shifts in operating 
models and organisation design as an 
accepted part of bringing organisations up-
to-speed in a new ‘disrupted’ world of digital 
transformation. 

In order to meet today’s customer 
expectations councils as well must 
increasingly operate with flexibility and 
discretion, both these two practices 
being more important than ever in today’s 
fast-moving and ever-changing context. 
Yet prescriptive regulation from Central 
Government can mean local government 
finds it hard to move away from the rigid 
and constrained set of behaviours which 
characterise it.

This means challenging the way things 
have traditionally been done. Changes have 
to come from leadership who are brave 
enough to face the potential backlash in the 
knowledge that a journey can be started 
towards a different way of working and one 
in which customer values are central and 
shared by the employees. 

The siloed approach to dealing with 
customers is also a cultural misfit with the 
requirement for consistent CX. It creates 
the perspective that every service is 
completely different and that customer 
behaviour and experience, is unique within 
each silo. Local authorities are dealing 
with all strands of society and there are, of 
course, differences in expectations as well 
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as commonalities between these groups. 
To create a customer-centric culture, you 
need cross-functional teams who understand 
the customer end-to-end process and who 
collaborate to provide the right solution for 
the customer.
A cultural shift towards understanding these 
joined up experiences needs to start with 
minds open to the possibility that common 
ground can be created between local 
authorities and their customers. Customers 
in the driving seat are pushing private sector 
organisations to respond to the way they 
would like to do things by simply making 
choices about who to buy from or who to 
engage with. Local government has to go 
through the same cultural shift in order to 
be able to respond to the demands of the 
customer or they will fall further behind in 
meeting their expectations. 

Recommendations
 u  Customer centricity needs to become an 

ethos that permeates the organisation. 

 u  Changing the culture to one that 
offers more leeway and discretion, by 
empowering front-line employees will 
benefit both customers and employees 
and direct resources to where they are 
most needed.

Conclusion
Local Government should be the paragon 
of customer centricity. Elected by the people, 
to serve the people and funded by the people 
it is hard to see what other focus there could 
be. 

Some local authorities are already making 
great progress. As what matters to citizens, 
employees, leaders and other stakeholders 
comes together, so the true potential 
of customer-centricity in local 
government emerges.
The approach should focus on:

 u  Joined-up thinking - Organisations that 
wish to be customer-centric need to form 
around the needs of the customer.

 u  Branding and your customer’s perception 
of you – focus on ‘shared values’ in 
every interaction so that your customers 
understand who you are and what you will 
do for them.

 u  Make data useful – use data to get closer 
to your customers and analytics to improve 
decision-making and provide insights.

 u  Empower your employees – it may be 
a cliché but allowing employees more 
autonomy to show initiative and flexibility 
means resources are directed to where 
they are most needed and waste is 
eliminated.

 u  Change the culture – it won’t happen 
overnight but take incremental steps 
towards a culture that focuses on the 
customer rather than adherence to 
process.

For local government, whose core purpose 
is to serve local residents and businesses, 
customer-centricity should be at the heart of 
everything it does. By taking an outside-in 
view at how local government operates, and 
addressing the areas included in this report, 
we believe there is scope for immediate and 
longer-term savings.



associates/
Call: +44 (0)207 1011 979
Email:  info@changeassociates.com
Visit:  18B New Quebec Street, 

London W1H 7RX 

Web: www.changeassociates.com

Associate hubs in:
Ireland, Germany, Spain, France, Italy, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, Central and 
Eastern Europe (Budapest), Australasia, 
US, Canada and South America


