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Introduction 
As societies become more mobile with 
the proliferation of smart devices, the 
way people work, create, transact, and 
s h a r e d i g i t a l i n f o r m a t i o n h a s 
dramatically changed and evolved.  In 
today’s world, information and 
transactional processes are quickly 
available at the palm of our hands, 
either via smartphones, smartwatch, 
tablet, voice-activated devices such as Alexa or Google Home, or 
laptops/computers.  And more importantly, it is available whenever it’s 
most convenient for the individual.  One no longer has to wait for the 
bank to be open to deposit a check or process personal financial 
transactions.   Gone are also the days when you had to make a phone 
call or visit a travel agency to make travel arrangements for hotels, 
rental cars, or airplane tickets.  Through a mobile device, you can now 
find a pair of shoes at your favorite department store, buy them, and 
deliver them to your house.  Through digital integration and 
connectivity, you can now start working on a financial spreadsheet in 
the office, have a colleague update it remotely from another city, and 
then finish working on it on your smart device at home.  Mobile 
technology gives us the flexibility and convenience of accessing 
information and processing transactions, anytime, anywhere. 

In this environment, citizens are asking for the same type of digital 
access from their local government.  They do not necessarily want to 
have traditional one-on-one interaction with a municipal employee or 
have to deal with the restrictions that come with the conventional 
approach.  Instead, they want to have self-service options available.   
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Embracing the 
Digital Revolution

The age of digital change 
provides local governments 
with opportunities to create 
win-win situations in their 
c o m m u n i t i e s .  L i m i t e d 
resources, coupled with the 
u s e o f t e c h n o l o g y t o 
s t r e a m l i n e m u n i c i p a l 
processes, can result in more 
e f fi c i e n t o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  
Providing digital access for 
municipal services increases 
citizen engagement in their 
c o m m u n i t i e s , e l i m i n at e s 
duplication of efforts from staff, 
and allows organizations to 
refocus their resources and 
efforts on accomplishing goals 
and objectives. 
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Blueprint for Developing a Mobile App 
The development of a mobile app needs to fit in with an organization’s 
overall digital governance strategy.  For a mobile app to be successful, 
there needs to be strong support from its leadership.  This starts by 
identifying an organizational champion for the effort, i.e., a point of 
contact that will be the cheerleader for the application.  Although the 
municipality’s Information Technology Department should lead these 
efforts, there also needs to be buy-in from departments in the 
organization, including leaders of the organization, and adequate 
resources, both financial and staffing, need to be provided.  Lack of 
leadership at the top will send the message to the organization that 
the development of the mobile app is not essential and impacts its 
timely development.  An organizational champion will help navigate 
challenges that arise and ensure its ultimate success. 

Although there is no one-size-fits-all approach to use in this process, certain key steps should be considered when 
developing a municipal mobile app.  Following best practice guidelines, the development of a mobile app can 
take between 6-9 months, depending on whether an off-the-shelf product is procured or developed internally.  
The ultimate goal of a mobile app should be to improve citizens’ lives and increase the efficiency and 
effectiveness of service delivery by improving and streamlining processes.  Functionality that is not relevant to the 
improvement of citizens’ lives can be a wasted investment of time, money, and resources.   

To this end, the following provides some critical items for consideration during this process.  

Dedicated Leadership Team  

It is critical that you create a dedicated leadership team to manage 
your mobile app implementation project. As part of the leadership 
team, there should be one primary point of contact that will be 
responsible for guiding the project and is necessary regardless of 
whether internal resources or outsourcing approach is used to 
develop the app.  This person’s primary responsibilities will be to 
keep internal staff or outsourced consultants focused, within 
established deadlines, on time, on budget, while also helping 
facilitate coordination with internal departments during the various 
implementation steps.   

Depending on the mobile app’s ultimate goals and initial functionality, you should have representatives from 
various parts of the organization on the team.  For example, if your first app will include the ability for citizens to 
register and pay for parks and recreation programs, it would be essential to have representatives from the parks & 
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recreation department, the finance department, communications, and IT on the team. 

As with any technology project, it will be tempting to expand the initial functionality of the scope.  Therefore, the 
expansion of the original scope needs to be carefully monitored.  It should be made clear to the team and the 
organization whom the final decision-maker is when it comes time to approve adding features to the mobile app, 
modifying existing business processes, selecting vendors, and approving resource allocations.  

It is critical for the implementation project’s success to ensure that impacted parties are aware of who the ultimate 
decision-maker will be (or team of decision-makers).  In some instances, an executive-level steering committee 
where all decisions are ratified can be beneficial.  The initial implementation should minimize delays in 
development, avoid cost overruns, and provide value-added functionality for the implementation to be successful.  
Once the mobile app is developed, additional functionality can always be integrated into future app updates. 

Determining the Goals and Business Objectives of Your Mobile App 

One of the first steps is to determine the goal of the mobile app.  Is the goal for the app to provide citizens 
information, or is it a platform for citizens to process transactional activities?  Does the municipality want to empower 
citizens to become the eyes and ears of the organization within their neighborhoods?  Depending on the mobile 
app’s ultimate goals, the process of moving forward with the development of the app will differ.  A mobile app that is 
just a repository of information will be less complex to develop than one that offers transactional functionality. 

One of the best ways to determine the app’s goal is to determine user requirements and identify citizens’ concerns 
that the municipal app will address.  The best approach to learn this is to ask the citizens of the municipality.  They 
are best suited to let the municipality know their needs and how a mobile app can benefit them in their daily lives.  
Some common functions in municipal apps include: 

• Ability to pay for traffic tickets. 
• Submitting a public works request. 
• Reporting graffiti/garbage issues. 
• Paying a utility bill. 
• Finding when the next bus will be arriving at a bus stop. 
• Finding where the nearest park is to the citizen’s location. 
• Providing meeting agendas of the municipal governing body. 
• Watching a live recording of a public meeting. 
• Promoting citizen engagement opportunities. 
• Providing alerts/information during emergency events. 

There are a couple of approaches to assessing user requirements.   The first approach entails creating a committee of 
staff and citizens to identify citizen concerns/desires and develop a list of user requirements for the mobile app.  The 
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committee should include a cross-section of technical and operational staff from the municipality and citizens who 
may have expressed a desire to participate in this effort.  The committee could further seek input from the public to 
develop user requirements that accurately reflect the community’s desires. 

A second approach to identify the needs of your citizens is to conduct surveys or focus groups.  Both methods allow 
you to inquire about your citizen’s daily needs and services that a mobile app can offer.  They allow you to ask 
questions to help understand your citizens’ mobile needs, what information they are seeking, and what resources 
they need for their daily lives.  

Using either of these methods, you should ensure that you have a broad representation of different segments in 
your community in your focus groups or your survey approach.  Citizens will have different needs, and ensuring 
feedback from a broad spectrum of the population is critical.   

In addition to determining your citizens’ needs, it is also critical for the municipality to determine the organization’s 
requirements for the app and what the mobile app is trying to achieve.  Limited resources and staffing to carry out 
the municipality’s responsibilities continues to be an issue for many organizations.  Investment in technology, via an 
app, streamlines administrative type services, reduces duplication of data entry, reduces the use of paper 
documentation, and eliminates the need for manual processing of transactions, and can result in a reallocation of 
resources and staff to address other municipal priorities. 

For example, providing online options for registration of parks and recreation classes or sports can reduce the 
number of phone calls that the parks and recreation staff receives from citizens trying to register for upcoming 
seasonal programs or activities.  Staff can be reallocated to focus on new initiatives or projects.  Likewise, allowing 
citizens to pay for a traffic fine online can eliminate the need for many manual processes.  If the online payment 
process is integrated into other processes such as the accounting system, to reflect receipt of funds, and the ticket 
management system, to reflect payment of the citation,  it can eliminate manual processing of these actions. 

Providing options in the mobile application that can reduce paper-driven processes, streamline administrative 
workflows, and eliminate the need for manual processing by staff so workers can focus on other priorities, are critical 
for ensuring a positive return on investment for the municipality. 

Determining the Goals and Business Objectives of Your Mobile App early in the process will provide the municipality 
with the information necessary to define the desired functionality, identify any required process changes, and 
provide documented business objectives.  It enables staff to utilize this information to research possible off-the-shelf 
mobile app solutions or explore the requirements and resource needs for in-house app development.  
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Identify & Map Process Changes 

If the mobile application will include transactional opportunities, i.e., a tool for reporting municipal issues or 
payment for services, it is essential to map out those processes to determine what opportunities exist to automate 
and integrate processes.  The staff that is most knowledgeable of the processes being examined should be part of 
this exercise.  For example, what is the process for reporting a pothole?  The following example may illustrate a 
traditional method.   

Undertaking a mapping process and identifying potential areas of integration with other automated processes could 
result in a more streamlined process and reduce duplication of data entry and manual processes.   

Determining the Scope of the Mobile App 

Mobile applications can provide multiple opportunities to increase citizen 
engagement, provide easy access for municipal programs and services, and 
streamline municipal processes.  Caution should be taken in initially 
determining what functionality the mobile application will include.  You 
should initially focus on a core set of goals that the mobile app will address 
when developed. 

A mobile app can provide citizens with multiple ways to engage with the 
municipality, streamline service delivery, and ensure that your citizens have 
easy and convenient access to their local government.  However, it can be 
enticing to try and develop a mobile app that attempts to provide 
functionality for everyone.  The result could be a mobile app that is 
overwhelming and whose long list of features are not all used by the average 
citizen. On the other hand, although it could be tempting to build multiple 
individual apps with different functions, they can create a confusing, 
fragmented, and overall inefficient experience for your citizens.  It can become a management nightmare for the 
municipality if you have to manage multiple mobile apps, with significant infrastructure and database 
requirements, different marketing strategies, and inconsistent user experiences. 
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Should you Develop the Mobile App Internally or Outsource? 

In today’s fast-changing technological environment, it is critical to assess whether you will develop your mobile app 
with internal staff or outsource it to a technology consultant.   During this analysis, include an assessment of your 
staff’s capabilities to not only undertake this effort but also manage and update the mobile application.  Although 
most municipalities will start their mobile app with limited functionality, they will expand options on mobile apps 
based on organizational needs, citizen feedback, and technological improvements.  Additionally, the ability of the 
organization’s technology infrastructure to host the mobile app should be assessed. 

In many instances, the return on investment will likely result in a municipality outsourcing these functions.  
Numerous technology consultants specialize in these services. 

Integration, Integration, Integration 

The advent of technology platforms available to automate 
standard municipal processes is now limitless.  Agenda 
automation platforms now allow municipalities to prepare 
council agendas for consideration in a shared environment, 
with approval via online workflow processes.  Additionally, 
these platforms integrate into a municipality’s website to 
provide citizens access to agendas for consideration when the 
elected body receives them.  Work order processes for work 
assigned to public work crews can be integrated into GIS 
systems, financial management, and payroll systems to 
provide near real-time information on the projects’ status.  
Through technology and integration, management can now 
pinpoint work crew location, see daily financial reports on 
projects, and determine staff hours spent on any project. 

In today’s environment of limited resources and high citizen expectations, municipalities cannot waste time 
duplicating data entry, managing redundant systems, or building workarounds to antiquated processes.  Through 
the use of integration and interfaces, local governments can share data between systems, minimize duplicative data 
entry, and provide streamlined conveniences for citizens. 

As you assess your mobile app’s goals and scope, it is vital to determine what opportunities exist to streamline your 
mobile app’s functionality to other automated processes.  For example, if you are intaking complaints, your app 
could integrate/interface into your email system and automatically send the complaint to the responsible party, or 
automatically generate a work order that interfaces into your work order system so the complaint is directly assigned 
to a work crew.  If your mobile app allows residents to register for parks and recreation programs and pay for the 
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programs online via a credit card, the processed payment should be integrated into your revenue collection system 
so that the municipality’s financial systems are automatically updated.   

Establish Processes for Handling Issues Received 

Once the mobile app’s scope is identified, establishing how different issues coming in through the mobile app are 
handled should be documented.  A missed garbage collection complaint is treated differently than an electric 
outage complaint.  These details are important to know before app development and programming as smart 
automated workflows and staff notifications can be built into the mobile application.  Identifying these processes 
will require participation from those departments that are impacted as they will be most familiar with their business 
processes.  Departmental staff can determine the steps that are usually undertaken for the incoming requests and 
help developers with programming for the automated processes within the mobile app,  thus allowing staff to 
manage their daily workloads more efficiently and effectively.   Departmental staff can also help identify potential 
efficiencies within these processes for inclusion in the development of the mobile app. 

Defined Administrative Components 

The success of the mobile app is contingent upon ensuring that administrative processes are in place.  These 
processes need to include the following: 

Assigned Responsibilities:  Departments should assign responsibility for those staff members responsible 
for receiving requests from the mobile app, monitor progress, ensure that requests are completed, and 
citizens are provided updates as requests are resolved.   

Mechanisms for Tracking and Reporting: Development of the mobile app should include establishing a 
tracking and reporting mechanism for all requests submitted via the mobile app.  This mechanism will allow 
staff to monitor progress on requests, determine which ones are not completed, and ensure that staff can 
follow-up with responsible departments to gauge when requests are completed. 

Benchmarks for Responses:  Establishing criteria for response times will provide departments with guidance 
on overall expectations.  Benchmarks should be realistic and obtainable.  For example, a benchmark for 
addressing graffiti could be five workdays, versus a response for a utility issue that may require additional 
resources and take longer to complete.  Management should relay expectations for response rates. 

Mobile App’s Usability 

As smartphones become a significant tool in citizens’ daily lives, interacting and engaging in this new era is 
becoming more difficult but increasingly important.  Many factors can contribute to a mobile app’s user-friendliness 
and the effectiveness in which a citizen can quickly complete their tasks on the app.   

With the proliferation of different smartphone devices, the mobile app must be operational on all platforms, i.e., 
Android and iOS.  Your citizens will be unhappy if their app does not work as intended on their smartphone’s 
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platform.  Both operating platforms have different programming requirements, and therefore it is not possible to 
just clone an app from one platform to another.   

For citizens to use the app, it is necessary to show the mobile app’s value early on.  If your citizens download the 
mobile app and don’t see that there is functionality to help their daily lives, they may never use it and delete it.  
Showing that the mobile app provides value right away is critical. 

Simple navigation and minimizing the number of steps/clicks in your app will provide ease of use for your citizens.  
One of the primary complaints from users regarding mobile apps is related to poor navigation within the app.  Users 
must have a clear understanding of how to quickly and efficiently navigate the app to complete their tasks.  Mobile 
app navigation should be simple, seamless, and comprehensible, so you don’t discourage users from using the 
mobile app. 

The fewer steps in the process, buttons to click, pages to view, and fields to input data, the higher the probability that 
the mobile app will be successful.  Programming the app to auto-populate data fields or auto-locate them, for issues 
that may require a location, will make the mobile app easier to use.  The fewer steps a citizen has to take to complete 
their goal, the higher the likelihood that they will continue using the mobile app.   Therefore, requiring citizens to 
create an account within the mobile app that includes some of the information that may be needed for the submittal 
can help with the auto-population abilities. 

Finally, app usability is impacted if your mobile app content is not clear and concise.  Your users need just enough 
information and content on the app to allow them to complete their transaction.  As the mobile app provides less 
screen space, tailor the data to fit the space.  Copying your webpage information into your mobile app will result in 
information overload in the app and frustrate your users. 

Marketing the App 

So, you’ve developed your app, and you have made it 
available on the various platform stores.  What next?  For 
the app to be successful, municipalities must undertake a 
multi-layered marketing approach to communicate its 
availability to your citizens.  The marketing approach 
should include a media event to release the app, 
instructions on how to utilize the app, advertisements, and 
public service announcements regarding the new app. 

Upon launching the City of Tallahassee’s app in 2013, the 
City Commission hosted several public events, including 
the first-ever interactive press conference outside of City 
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Hall to walk residents and the media through mock request submissions.  At the press conference, staff had created 
various demonstration stations with the types of issues that citizens would report, whereby the media and those in 
attendance could learn how to use the app. 

The City also hosted lunch and learn sessions at the local Chamber of Commerce and produced various promotional 
videos to educate local businesses, residents, and civic organizations about the app.  Staff produced an original 
public service announcement program called DigiTally Download Detectives, that followed a fictional Detective as he 
used the app to submit issues to the City. 

Promotional Videos 

Original How To DigiTally Video:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0AUN5UckQco&feature=youtu.be 

Public Service Announcement:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=51an_7hoqxo&feature=youtu.be 

Animated Web Video from Vendor (Public Stuff): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q6EL_MrfEBk 

Continued marketing of the mobile app and making citizens aware of the app’s capability to report municipal issues 
is vital.  The chart provides the City of Tallahassee’s growth of DigiTally requests and app downloads since its 
inception. 

Increases for the period of 2016-2018 are a result of the City of Tallahassee marketing the app as a tool for citizens to 
use during three hurricane events for accessing and reporting information. 
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Continually Provide Relevant & Current Content 

The longevity of the mobile app will be dependent on keeping it relevant and with current content.  New 
functionality can be added as the municipality identifies potential processes that can be streamlined via the mobile 
app, or as citizens begin to request new app features. 

Updating the look and formatting of the mobile app should also be undertaken routinely.  With any new 
functionality or mobile app redesign, the municipality should engage in new marketing campaigns to inform 
citizens of the changes. 

Final Words 

In today’s era of easy access to information and services via technology, mobile apps can provide municipalities with 
a win-win situation.  Citizens can access a tool that conveniently gives them access to information about their local 
government and can process transactions for payment of city services, fines, and report issues to the municipality.  
Municipalities can automate and streamline processes that will help eliminate duplication of effort and allow for the 
reallocation of scarce resources for other priority areas.    

As has been outlined in this document, the development of municipal mobile apps should ensure that it provides 
value to citizens; it should be simple, easy to use and navigate, and relevant to your citizen’s needs.  Once your 
organization commits to developing an app, the organization should ensure that the mobile app is kept updated, 
fresh, and relevant to address the community’s needs.  Functionality can be added and deleted as times and 
circumstances change.   

As local governments globally try to identify ways to increase citizen engagement, the development of a municipal 
app provides a tool to engage citizens in their local government and simplify their lives and is a worthwhile 
investment. 
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