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Today
● Putting Residents First

● Transforming Austin’s Digital Front Door

● Our Approach to Tech



Hello!
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If you want to come to City Hall to do business with us, 
we'll be here for you. But if you have to come to City Hall 
to do business with us, then we're not doing our job. 

Jascha Franklin-Hodge, 
City of Boston

Government that Works



Build living digital services 
that grow, adapt, and improve 

with user needs.



Putting residents f irst
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Putting residents f irst works well with 
an iterative approach

Digital Service Values

http://projects.austintexas.io/projects/austin-digital-services-discovery/shared-values/digital-service-values/


UX Research within an Agile Design and 
Development Sprint Cycle, from UXPA

https://www.slideshare.net/UXPA/ux-research-within-an-agile-design-and-development-sprint-cycle




Why we are going iterative and not taking the 
traditional approach

● Research helps us to stay focused on user needs so it 
should be a continuous part of our work

● Implementers aren’t brought in early enough or made part 
of the process which builds empathy of user needs

● Expert decisions are made with expert voices



Observe how residents use services





Homepage

Current AustinTexas.gov navigation goal

Programs  and 
Res ources

Department

Program or 
Service





How Austin residents access Austintexas.gov

GoogleAustinTexas.gov

21% 61%



Theme: Living

Service: Sign up for a free recycling class

Testing Austin digital services MVP content 
relationships

Topic: Education, training, and classes

Service: Register for a small business accounting 
class

Service: Register for a beginners watercolor class

Service: Look up your recycling, compost, and trash 
pick-up days

Topic: Manage compost, recycling, trash, 
energy, and water

Service: Sign up for a free recycling class

Service: Apply for a rainwater harvesting rebate



Help residents discover 
related services based on 

their needs and goals.



Using resident observations to change 
the user experience







From A to B

The test site that Tiandra and James used 
has two paths to other services:

1. Use the blue text above the service 
title to navigate to a topic page with 
all related services

2. Use the ‘related services’ tiles in the 
grey section

But, Tiandra never scrolled into the grey 
section on her tablet, and James said, “I’m 
trained to ignore [the footer]”.



From A to B

We observed from Tiandra and James that 
the gray sections feel unrelated and more 
like a footer.

1. We removed the gray section break
2. Updated the ‘related services’ title to 

be more of a prompt
3. Changed the attributes of the service 

tiles to focus the resident there and 
make it visible on white background



Was that the right path?

We don’t need to conduct a usability test 
for every change–but–the layout, 
interactions, and content are never done. 
They can always be improved based on 
resident-user observations and feedback.



Improving how we recruit for a diverse 
pool of test participants





Opportunities for recruiting Austin residents for 
usability testing

Help us with recruiting!

We would love to send it to the commission in the 
future and get advice on how to reach out to 
participants



Content
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Content

Find a 
Swimming 
Pool 
Look up a 
swimming pool 
near you to enjoy 
throughout the 
year.

People Workflow

Create

Update

Archive

A Website that Puts Residents First



Residents find current 
content too lengthy and 
complex, and content is 

not accessible to all.



“I don’t actually read everything. 
I just go through and I see if there’s 
an easy answer.” 

- Robert



“I’ve been trying to f ind the page for changing 
cart sizes. It’s a low priority for me to f ind it 
again, because I work long weeks.” 

- Linda
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Austintexas.gov has 
11,000 pages and 
10,000 documents 

such as PDFs.



AustinTexas.gov Pages Reading Level

Maximum 
reading level 
recommended



We are coaching authors 
and publishers to write 

service-oriented content.



Department-oriented vs Service-oriented
Service-oriented language is a way of addressing the services available to 
residents, instead of the departments providing the services.

Department-oriented language Service-oriented language

Certification for MBE/WBE Get Certification for Your Minority or
Woman-Owned Business



my.indy.go
v



Residents find outdated  
content because it is 
diff icult for staff to 

manage existing content.



Helping City Staff Manage Existing Content

Betty, Parks and Recreation 
Content Publisher

Jorge, Resource Recovery 
Content Publisher

Louis, Police Monitor 
Content Publisher



Staff want to provide 
better content, but they 
need more guidance, 

training and tools to do so.



We are making content 
writing easier by providing 

staff with the training 
and tools they need.   



City of Austin Style Guide



“I want our whole department to see 
this, because they love [acronyms, 
jargon, and FAQs]!”

- Hannah, Analyst







We can be the leader 
of how cities provide 

resident-focused content.    



Open Source CMS
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Apologies 
up front

medium.com/@mateoclarke/open-source-city-cms-part-1-607a58b32356

http://medium.com/@mateoclarke/open-source-city-cms-part-1


API

Content 
Model





Technology trends and content management

Benefits of a Decoupled CMS

- Scaling is cheap with static assets
- Security exposure decreased
- Reuse content in different contexts

- websites vs mobile apps
- Integration with external APIs

[Link to Jacob’s Medium Article]

https://medium.com/civiqueso/how-were-thinking-about-content-management-for-city-government-88f563497096


cityofaustin.github.io/ innovation-fellows/

https://cityofaustin.github.io/innovation-fellows/


austinconventioncenter.com

https://www.austinconventioncenter.com/


projects.austintexas.io

http://projects.austintexas.io


permittingatx.com

http://permittingatx.com/


grackle.austintexas.io

https://grackle.austintexas.io/


We’re becoming very familiar with 
content management systems



What did we learn?

● We can build sites that are 
customizable, complex, and 
extendable without a backend 
server.

● The content management 
experience is hard definitely not 
solved by moving content into 
YAML files or spreadsheets



How could we improve?

● In most cases, technical decision 
of selecting a content editing 
system were made before 
understanding the needs of the 
content creator or the nuances of 
the content model 

● Most challenges in developing 
the sites were around the rigidity 
of the content system and 
limitations to adapt of content 
model



Content, not technology, is the hard part

● The real work is around 
making sure residents 
have a great experience.

● The way to do that is to 
support content authors.



“The People are at the top of the org chart.”

● “Put Residents First” is the 1st of our 
6 Digital Service Values.

● This orients our priorities as a service 
organization.

● Our dev team is making tools to 
serve the user researchers, who serve 
the content editors, to serve the 
public.



Narrowing down the most critical features for MVP

● Robust User Roles for Content Coaching
● Customizable Admin Interface
● Mobile First Content Preview
● Content Performance Dashboard
● Translation
● Forms



Building on an open source platform

Customizable Expandable Portable Supported

TEAMS
+ 

COMPETENCIES



Conversations with our peers

● We’ve had 2 conversations with cfpb folks 
about Wagtail

● We talked to Boston.gov & Mass.gov about 
Drupal 7 vs Drupal 8



● Developed in Feb ‘14 by Torchbox, agency based 
in the UK.

● Torchbox managed big public s ites  with Drupal.
○ “You don’t get fired for choosing Drupal.”

● Made with Wagtail:
○ United Nations , Oxfam, NBC News , 18F, FEC, cfpb, 

UK Gov, NHS, NASA, Intel, Wharton, City of 
Hels inki, Municipality of Anchorage, Open Canada

● Our team is  a lready contributing back to the 
Wagtail open-source project.

Wagtail ecosystem

https://github.com/wagtail/wagtail/issues/4111


Django/Python ecosystem

● Django is the underlying MVC 
framework.

● Python community
○ Common language for CS 101 
○ Widely used in GIS, Academic 

and Scientific communities



Recruiting the next gen of civic technologists



Recruiting the next gen of civic technologists



Working in the open



Alpha.austin.gov

● Initial release of alpha.austin.gov in February
○ Refining usability testing & recruiting
○ Prioritizing features and improvements 

● Extend content model
○ Events Pages
○ Process (Step-by-step) Pages

● Adding content from more departments
○ EMS
○ ...more



Build living digital services 
that grow, adapt, and improve 

with user needs.
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