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ONE-PAGE EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

State governments often have fragmented customer service models, due to each department and/or agency typically maintaining its own support staff and web presence.  This fragmentation presents a problem for constituents who may not know exactly which agency is responsible for their specific issue or question.  Fragmentation can be an especially difficult issue when it comes to use of the Internet, since constituents will quickly abandon a web search in frustration if they cannot locate what they want quickly enough and/or or aren’t even sure they are on the right track.

The State of Florida, however, has taken a radically different approach to delivering information via the Internet—creating a common, easy-to-search knowledge base and a common pool of state librarians.  For constituents, this has resulted in the ability to get fast answers to their most common questions 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  For the State and taxpayers, the result has been significant operational cost savings that result when constituents consistently find their own answers online without requiring the personal assistance of a State employee.

Based on the estimated number of information requests that this system now handles automatically via the web, the State has saved approximately $420,000 over the past year.  Because the system has been implemented under a hosted model, technology costs have been dramatically minimized.
Written Justification
a) Description of project, including length of time in operation. 

The State of Florida realized in the Spring of 2002 that the integration of its Internet communication channels could significantly improve customer service and result in substantial cost savings.  After evaluating available technology platforms for supporting this integration, the State decided to adopt RightNow Service™ from RightNow Technologies.  RightNow offered an effective system for both managing a cross-agency knowledge base and making that knowledge base easy for constituents to search via the web.  It also allowed the knowledge base to be used for answering email questions—and provided a complete system for managing, and automating email workflow to ensure that constituents received, timely, accurate replies.

Another important factor in the selection of RightNow was RightNow’s hosted delivery model.  Under this model, the State’s customer service system is hosted on RightNow’s servers—which both constituents and State employees access via the web.  This model eliminates technology ownerships costs such as the purchase and installation of servers, the provisioning of network and storage capacity, and the ongoing management of infrastructure and software.  It thus enables the State to enjoy all the benefits of the technology with less cost and virtually no additional IT workload.

The RightNow system was deployed in the Summer of 2002 and has thus been in active production for nearly two years.

RightNow’s knowledge base technology essentially allows the State to take information that might otherwise be scattered across various agency sites and consolidate it into a set of question/answer pairs.  These question/answer pairs can be easily searched by constituents seeking a particular piece of information.  They can search with keywords (in the same way as they would use a search engine like Yahoo or Google), by categories (such as education, jobs, healthcare, etc.), or by entering a natural-language question.  The knowledge base then returns a number of results from which the constituent can choose.  This is a much faster and easier approach than the ad hoc navigation of multiple complex agency sites.

To make things even easier for constituents, the RightNow-based system also maintains a “Top 20” list of the most commonly asked questions.  This list is presented on the main search page and changes dynamically to reflect the changing preferences of the State’s constituents.  It ensures that the maximum number of site visitors find the answer they’re looking for on their first mouse-click without even having to initiate a search of the knowledge base.

Site visitors who don’t find what they’re looking for in the knowledge base—or simply choose not to use it—can submit a question to the State via a web form that is also part of the RightNow system.  The web form offers several advantages over a conventional email link.  First, unlike a conventional email message received in an Outlook or Notes mailbox, the web form is more suitable for creating an actual incident or “trouble ticket” that the RightNow system can track and route.  Second, the RightNow system can intelligently “scan” the text of the submitted question to see if an existing knowledge base item can answer it.  So after a constituent types out his or her question—but before that question is actually submitted to a State librarian—a list of possible answers is offered.  Often, one of these answers is relevant and the constituent’s information need is immediately fulfilled without requiring them to wait for a response and without requiring a State employee to handle the question.  This technique magnifies the overall benefits gained by web self-service.

One other important feature of RightNow’s technology is the way it promotes and streamlines the ongoing growth and refinement of the knowledge base.  Instead of forcing the State to undertake a large, expensive knowledge base authoring project before launching the system, RightNow makes it easy for the State’s librarians to add, revise and delete question/answer pairs as appropriate over time.  This is extremely important, since 1) information is always changing, and 2) constituents often have information needs that State employees may not be able to predict or anticipate.  With the RightNow system, when the State receives a question not currently covered by the knowledge base, it is a simple matter to create a new question/answer pair for the knowledge base at the same time as that specific question is being answered for a specific constituent.  The creation of new, relevant web content becomes part of everyday workflow rather than a separate, arduous task requiring the assistance of IT staff.  Just as important, the content of the knowledge base is constantly being driven by the real needs of the State’s constituents.

In addition to using RightNow’s hosted technology to both ensure the effectiveness of its web site as a cross-agency self-service channel and to better manage inbound email messages, the State of Florida has also structured its library staff to create a common, efficient information retrieval process.  All questions submitted by constituents are handled by this team, which is empowered to quickly retrieve answers from the appropriate agency.  In many cases, the answers to the questions constituents ask are in fact already in the State’s knowledge base.  The RightNow system makes it easy for librarians to simply insert those pre-existing answers into email replies.  This approach ensures the consistency of the answers constituents receive and increases the speed with which they receive them. 
b) Significance to the improvement of the operation of government.

Government operations have been significantly improved in several ways as a result of this enhanced customer service system.   The State of Florida’s web site now has a single point-of-inquiry for constituents who have questions but aren’t sure where to look for answers.  The popularity of single point-of-inquiry is underscored by the fact that 150,000 visitors use the online knowledge base every month.  This number continues to grow as constituents become accustomed to using the system to receive answers.

Posting of new and updated information onto the web site via this knowledge base has also become easier because of how the systems enables librarians to create and modify question/answer pairs in the course of their daily handling of constituent inquiries.  The fact that new question/answers pairs are driven by the actual questions constituents ask also ensures the relevancy of the State’s knowledge base content.  Using this approach, the State has grown its knowledge base content to over 1,200 question/answer pairs.  The effectiveness of this knowledge base is proven by the fact that of the 150,000 visitors who use it every month, around 97,000 find what they’re looking for without any additional personal assistance from State librarians.

Additional validation can be found in the fact that Brown University’s A. Albert Taubman Center for Public Policy and American Institutions ranked Florida ninth in the nation for accessibility in 2003.  In 2002, before this system was implemented, it was ranked 17th.
c) Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state. 

The State of Florida’s new customer service has yielded a wide range of substantial benefits including:

· Enabling constituents to more easily get the information they need and want 24 hours a day, seven days a week on the web.

· Faster response times to electronically submitted questions (from an average of three weeks to an average of 48 hours).

· The ability to answer more constituents’ questions about a wider range of topics without increasing librarian headcount.

· The ability of state agency employees to devote their time and energy they would have otherwise spent on answering questions to other important tasks.

· Consistent, up-to-date accurate and legally approved answers given across all communication channels.

· An improved web site experience that promotes greater use of the State’s many other online resources.
d) Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback (include summary calculations). Projects must exhibit measurable operational benefit. 

While many of these benefits may be difficult to quantify financially, the reduced workload on the State’s librarians and other employees is not.  Based on industry averages, it can conservatively be assumed that virtually all of the 97,000 visits to the knowledge base would otherwise have resulted in a phone call or email that would have required the attention of at least one or two State employees and in many instances, would require the assistance of multiple state agencies.  With each of those incidents requiring 15 minutes of personal attention at a labor rate of $33.65 an hour, the total projected cost of handling those incidents would have been $81,601 per month.

This Return on Investment calculation does not take into account the additional cost savings realized through operational enhancements such as making content creation an integrated part of the librarians’ day-to-day work processes instead of a separate work task and eliminating the follow-up phone calls that in the past resulted from unclear or inconsistent information online.
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