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NC @ Your Service: North Carolina’s Portal 
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Executive Summary

Approaching the end of the twentieth century, North Carolina focused its attention and technology on preparing for and eliminating the Year 200 problem, which it successfully accomplished.  Starting from a middle-of-the pack position on e-government, through executive leadership, legislative sponsorship, and hard work, the state leaped to the forefront with its statewide portal receiving Government Technology magazine’s “Best of the Web” award in 2000, signifying excellence in Internet-based initiatives among state governments nationwide.  North Carolina is prepared to address the challenges and accomplish the tasks necessary to remain a leader in e-government so it can provide better and more cost-effective government for its businesses and citizens.  Today, North Carolina is recognized as a leader in implementing e-government.  It has reached this point through strong executive leadership, forward-looking legislative support, and the hard work and dedication of business and technical staff. Its enterprise approach for implementing e-government is a model being followed by many states.

North Carolina’s award winning state portal was an early example among state governments of an innovative, intentions based portal.  The design used by North Carolina is now seen among many state portals.  North Carolina recognized that a portal is a crucial step towards successful e-government and that portal building was not a core government competency.  Therefore, we entered into a contractual relationship with a vendor to use the proven technology of Yahoo! (one of the most visited sites on the Internet) to apply to our business of providing government services.  The huge success of the portal is seen in its use and its ability to serve as a foundation for establishing e-government in the state.  Given the extremely tight budgetary times in North Carolina, it is not insignificant that state agencies can use the Yahoo! store feature to sell goods on-line without incurring application development costs.  It is also an interesting use of a private sector application for an atypical government use (selling goods).

For citizens, e-government offers simple, fast, convenient, and personal methods to access information, receive services, order permits and licenses, pay fees and taxes, and file information.  For businesses, e-government means relief from costly and manually intensive filing and reporting duties.  For government, e-government provides opportunities to achieve cost reductions through streamlined and combined processes; assists in improving program performance and results in areas such as law enforcement, education, and health care; fosters economic development and the resulting prosperity of citizens; and strengthens democracy through easier public participation.  The portal is not only the point of entry for all of this, but also an opportunity to motivate and excite people about this new way of accessing government.

North Carolina has adopted a cost-effective approach for meeting the challenges of e-government.  The state is using an enterprise perspective for implementing e-government.  The starting point for this perspective is its award winning portal. Not only does the portal serve as the foundation, starting point, and gateway for e-government, but it also is a starting point for breaking down the organizational barriers that have often in the past stymied citizens from interacting effectively with their government.

Description of the project

NC @ Your Service (www.ncgov.com), North Carolina’s state portal, provides a single, personalized entry point for the public to access information and receive services. Its intuitive presentation and Yahoo! features assist the state in offering more convenient and reliable services at lower costs.  One of the interesting functions of the portal is its use of the Yahoo! store capability to sell items ranging from state fair tickets to items from the NC Museum of History to our popular wild life calendars.

NC @ Your Service (www.ncgov.com), was designed to provide the citizens of North Carolina with easier and more citizen-centric access to state government and its services.  It is a significant component of North Carolina’s enterprise approach to e-government, and it was envisioned as a starting point for e-government in the state.  In focus groups conducted prior to the design of the portal, the state learned that citizens do not want to know the agency from whom they need a service; they want to directly access the service that they want, regardless of the agency that provides it.  The focus groups revealed that citizens want the following: customer service focus; the most up-to-date information; simple, organized structure that is oriented to users; quick, easy navigation; and help features.  The portal design was based on this citizen-requested “intentions-based” approach.  It enables citizens to directly access government services or groupings of services, to search the entire site for information, and to quickly access special topics.  In addition, from the same site they can easily access specialized Yahoo! content, such as weather, newspapers, and sports information.  Citizens can also create a personalized page that allows them to select the types of information to which they need frequent access.   

Yahoo! technology enables the state to use the Yahoo! store functionality for selling items online. This allowed the sale of  state fair tickets and ride books online and is currently used for selling such products as the popular NC Wildlife magazine, posters, t-shirts, and more from the Wildlife Resource Commission.
One of the unique features of North Carolina’s portal is that it relies on proven technologies – the state moved away from the claim that government needs are unique and instead decided, in a bold, innovative move, to use the technology employed by one of the world’s leading portal developers.  The portal pages are easily customizable by the state and individuals who can create their own personalized NC @ Your Service page.

The unique nature of the North Carolina state portal is found both in the partnership established with the private sector to use world class, proven portal technology and in the commitment to a statewide common infrastructure and approach.  As we build on this approach, the benefits to the state will increase dramatically.  Because of a shared infrastructure and common services that can be used across multiple agencies, agencies will save significant amounts of money and, critically important in this Internet era, be able to bring solutions live more quickly.

NC @ Your Service consists of three portals – a citizen portal, a state employee portal, and a business portal.  The portal concept is a “one-stop” shop filled with information and service choices.  Information and services currently available via state agency Web sites is available on the portals.  The user is linked to the information source or service automatically, without needing to know which agency is involved.  The user is directed to the appropriate place simply by selecting what he or she wants to do, such as “find a job.”  In addition, each portal can be personalized to reflect a user’s preferences.  Users personalize their pages with Yahoo! content, such as stock market quotes, weather, sports scores, etc., and their most frequently used government services.  

While it is not important for a portal user  to understand the technology in which it is built, there are a few points worth noting and understanding.  The portal is built with a top-down approach, starting with the perspective of the citizen rather than being designed from the bottom up through the perspective of government agency functions.  This perspective and clear design decision ensures a citizen-centric approach to the entire portal.  The home page is simply a starting point to direct the user to the appropriate portal. 

The next page provides the user with a complete set of intentions and actions, services from Yahoo!, and other resources related to North Carolina.  While it is not important for a user to know that the pages are created dynamically ( Active Server Pages and a SQL server database with Microsoft Internet Information Server providing Web services for the ASP pages), it is important for users, including state agencies, to realize that the technology is such that these pages can be easily updated and modified.  This means that if a user sends in a suggestion or a comment, it can be evaluated and if accepted, easily implemented.  Similarly, if a state agency would like to re-define how an intention is described or to what page it points,  this change can be easily accommodated.  

The impact on citizens  is the ability to quickly locate and access information or services that they need from the portal, without requiring that they wait in-line or on-hold.

Below is a screen short of the NC @ Your Service store that enables citizens to easily make purchases of government products over the Internet, whereas in the past these purchases had to be made in person. 
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Significance of the project

For years, government has been exploring how to eliminate the “silo” problem in the programs it offers.  Some successes have been achieved within agencies, but it has been difficult to replicate these successes across multiple agencies.  Concurrently, government has struggled with how to improve the convenience of the services it offers – how to eliminate lines and unnecessary paperwork.  Portal technology and the potential it holds for integrating services and providing e-government makes this possible in a way that has never been feasible before.  

North Carolina realized that putting Web front ends on existing applications would keep the state mired in the existing business practices rather than positioning the state for e-government.  True e-government allows citizen-centric one-stop service from a variety of methods.  The portal is one method to provide this type of service.  Other channels, such as the phone and in-person visits, still exist.  

The innovative aspect of the technology decision for this project was primarily the decision to use a world leader with demonstrable success at building a portal and to apply that technology in the government arena.  Therefore, the state identified a new way to use existing, private sector technology.  This significant change in approach from requiring that it be built from scratch because of the “unique” needs of government was a key success factor. 

The use of the portal, with millions of page views since its implementation in July 2000, tens of thousands of individuals renewing their vehicles registration online, and hundreds of thousands of dollars spent online on state fair items speaks volumes about the need for this service, its usefulness, and how easy it is to use.

The intentions-based, one-stop approach to government services through a portal has the potential to transform government, and North Carolina’s enterprise approach to e-government is what will make it feasible in a time of tightening budgets.  The challenge for society is to ensure that access to the Internet is available to all citizens.  North Carolina has a concurrent effort underway to bridge the digital divide both in terms of technology and education.  This success of this effort is an important component of the portal to transform society.

The use of technology and a shared resources concept allowed for “behind the scenes” savings on the state’s behalf.  In the past, each agency would have negotiated separately for credit card rates.  Agencies with high and predictable volumes would get low rates, but smaller agencies would have to pay higher fees.  However, by using the underlying statewide shared infrastructure, aggregating demand, and reducing silos; all credit card volumes are cumulative, thereby ensuing that all agencies pay the lowest credit card fees and the state is able to leverage volume discounts.  

Current usage of the portal is 4,043,240 hits to the homepage.  What is significant about this is it is the use of a concept – all of government under one umbrella – that was not previously available.  Therefore, it is a strong indicator of an unmet need.  

The development of the portal was completed in conjunction with citizen focus groups and employee surveys.  In an ongoing manner, feedback is solicited and incorporated into the portal both through a “contact us” email feature and through a portal survey that is currently underway.  This significance of this is that the state listened to citizen requests and has acted based upon them.  This is how government should operate and the Internet and NC @ Your Service provide the opportunity to North Carolina to do so.  

Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state

The portal is helping North Carolina’s citizens to more readily access the services that they require  This is demonstrated in the frequency of access of the portal and the use of the e-government services that are currently available.  More than 164,000 citizens have taken advantage of the ability to renew their vehicle registrations online since Click@DMV went live, and over $200,000 was spent online for state fair tickets and ride books in the three and one-half weeks that the service was available.  

Because the portal is the starting point to e-government in the state, the portal’s  most important impact to date on the successful e-government applications is the increased level of awareness of the ability to offer services this way.  As citizens learn that they can more easily complete tasks online and access the information that they need, they will use these types of services with increasing frequency.  

It is clear that the capabilities provided by the portal  allow citizens to access government services based on their needs, rather than  on hierarchical organizational structures.  Citizens can find information online rather than making a phone call or a trip to gather information, thus making it an easier process.  This gives a citizen the opportunity to view government without hostility or frustration, but rather as a source of services or information.  The potential benefit to society of the transformation offered by this opportunity is significant.  The portal and the e-government services that we plan to provide through it will fundamentally change how businesses, citizens, and state employees interact with state government as information and services become increasingly accessible and intuitive.  The frustration, paperwork, and lines associated with accessing government services will fade away.  Additionally, e-government provides the opportunity for outmoded business processes to be eliminated and for new streamlined and efficient services to take their place.  

This is an exciting new way for North Carolina  to communicate and provide information and services, and it offers a new way for citizens to provide information and make requests to  government.  It fundamentally changes how citizens and government interact and could lead to a more collaborative and interactive process that significantly enhances the relationship and, ultimately, could increase the democratic nature of state government.

The technology used for the portal was based on the existing technology used by Yahoo! one of the most popular portals and most frequently accessed Web sites in the world.  In fact, in June 2000, Yahoo! was the most frequently accessed Web site in the world.  The application of this technology in the public sector has the capability to lead to government transformation.  It communicates information based on needs or intentions rather than organizational silos and allows citizens to process the information sitting in their homes or offices when they need the information, rather than based on someone else’s schedule or convenience.  As citizens increasingly use the portal and additional service are made available through it, the change will unfold.  It will be supported and driven by an education program about the portal.  

Finally, this is being implemented concurrently with an initiative in state government to address the issue of the digital divide.  North Carolina’s  Rural Internet Access Authority has a clear mandate and responsibility to ensure that affordable Internet access is available statewide.  This tremendous commitment by the state and its  telephone carriers is a key factor in the change that will be brought about by the portal.  With the successful implementation of this mandate,  citizens  who are most in need will be able to benefit from the portal.  The Rural Internet Access Authority was created to provide rural counties with affordable, high-speed Internet access and has several goals: providing local dial-up Internet access from every telephone exchange in North Carolina within one year; providing high-speed Internet access to all North Carolinians within three years; increasing the ownership of computers, Web devices, and Internet subscriptions; and developing government Internet applications to make accessing government services easier and more convenient for all citizens.  

The portal is helpful to economic development in the state on both an individual citizen and a business level.  Citizens can use the portal to search for a job, apply for an occupational license or learn how to start a new business; state employees can easily access information they need to do their job; and businesses can use the portals for economic development by locating workers, applying for a business license, or becoming a vendor to the state.

Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback

The portal was developed in a cost effective manner through using proven technology and existing tools.  The return on investment on the portal is closely linked with the e-procurement system as the portal is being paid for through the self-funded e-procurement model.  
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