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AS GOVERNMENTS increasingly 
develop Gov 2.0 initiatives, they are better 
able to answer the call to do more with 
less and meet citizens’ desire to connect 
with government. Geographic Information
System (GIS) technology is evolving with 
this movement as it naturally facilitates 
communication about place-based issues. 

Acknowledging citizens as powerful sources 
of data, smart cities are providing ways for 

them to deliver real-time comments to 
government. A smart city might have cameras 
mounted on traffi c signals, smart meters on 
utilities, and other data collection systems 
providing city leaders with vast amounts of 
data that allows them to make better deci-
sions. With the right tools in place, smart 
cities are making citizens a part of the sensor 
network. New GIS-based mobile and Web 
applications are enabling citizens to report 

concerns, opinions, and requests directly to 
the government. They can quickly and easily 
send photos and other information from their 
smartphones or computers to government 
agencies to report issues, and the data can be 
automatically tied in to a GIS.

Philly311 is Philadelphia, Pennsylvania’s 
system for citizen contact with govern-
ment. The city is making it easy to access 
Philly311 via a free iPhone application. 
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The Latest in 
Citizen Engagement
With GIS, citizens and government are communicating 
like never before.

New GIS-based mobile 
and Web applications are 
enabling citizens to report 
concerns, opinions, and 
requests directly 
to the government.
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With it, citizens will be able to report and 
track problems from their iPhones.

Casting a wider net for citizen input, 
beyond traditional meetings that only 
attract small portions of the popula-
tion, GIS-based applications are helping 
government know what’s happening on 
the ground across a community. 

GIS organizes information and commu-
nicates it instantly to all parties who have an 
interest. And because it enables in-depth 
data analysis, GIS helps agencies do 
something meaningful with the data they 
collect from citizens—improve processes, 
work more effi ciently, and provide better 
services. 

Esri has been streamlining government 
work for decades. With today’s tools, 
government can pull citizen-generated 
data directly into existing systems, making 
them more accurate. It’s an unprecedented 
opportunity to get a clearer picture of 
what’s happening on the streets and in 
neighborhoods and share that data with 
the public via GIS. The government’s 
response, too, can be displayed for 

everyone. GIS enables this new citizen-as-
sensor model, leading to more account-
able and transparent government.

A Modern Approach
As citizen-generated data can become 

part of the government workfl ow, opera-
tions can move faster than ever. A citizen 
can instantly report a broken streetlight 
or graffi ti, for example, from their smart-
phone at the scene. That can automatically 

start the work order process, so a needed 
repair can be made much more quickly 
than in the old days, when citizens had 
to call city hall and wait to see whether 
anything happened.

Private-sector companies like City-
Sourced are tailoring solutions to fi t into 
GIS workfl ows. CitySourced provides a 

real-time platform for citizen engagement 
in Glendale, California, and other cities. 
Customized Web and mobile apps help 
citizens report problems and save time 
and money for government to respond to 
those problems. 

The process is much more convenient 
for the public now. The rise of GIS-based 
mobile and Web applications is allowing 
government to go further in engaging 
citizens than with traditional means. Previ-

ously, if citizens saw a broken sidewalk or 
a tree branch needing to be cut, they’d 
often have to wait until a convenient time 
to make what could be a long call to the 
city or send an e-mail to report the details. 
Now citizens can simply click on a map 
and enter the details of a complaint or 
service request.

Government wants citizens to be 
involved, and citizens can now partici-
pate more easily than ever with GIS. With 
constant improvements in the way data 
is analyzed and spatially displayed, GIS 
has been ready for a long time. Now 
government is ready too. 

With it, citizens will be able to report and
ck problems from their iPhones.
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With today’s tools, government can pull citizen-generated 
data directly into its existing systems.

Explore GIS
Governments and developers 

who want to create GIS-based 
solutions will fi nd helpful informa-
tion in the Esri Resource Centers 
(www.esri.com/resourcecenters). 
Visit the site to fi nd documenta-
tion, samples, content, blogs, and 
other tools. There are also discus-
sion forums so users can connect 
with one another and share tips 
and tricks for success.
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Glendale, California, is thinking ahead. 
The city of more than 200,000 resi-
dents near Los Angeles is using GIS 

in creative ways—always aiming to provide 
better services for its citizens. In September 
2010, Glendale unveiled a new service that 
lets people report problems to the city via 
smartphones. Citizens can also track prog-
ress on their phones as the city responds to 
reported issues. GIS from Esri lets everyone 
see the status on easy-to-read online maps.

Glendale’s vision for improving citizen 
engagement and service included GIS as a 
critical component. The city wanted to extend 
existing GIS implementations and make sure 
that the information collected from citizens 
would easily integrate with GIS-based work-
fl ows and business processes. With the new 
application, residents can report problems 
and attach photos while the application itself 
records the location. There’s also a quick and 
easy way to categorize the problem before 
sending it. GIS helps the city analyze the data 
and observe trends.

“Citizens are not only asking for services, 
but they are also contributing to knowing and 

understanding what’s happening in the com-
munity. A lot of the social networking is going 
to be heading in that direction,” said Ed Fraga, 
Director of Information Services for the city.

Glendale has used GIS from Esri for many 
years. It’s a huge part of the city’s efforts to 
include more data from citizens. Data submit-
ted by citizens is added to the city’s own data-
bases. “We have an end-to-end interaction 
between what the citizen captures and reports 
and the city’s ability to take that data and get it 
to the right department, the right staff, and get 
a resolution. And then we 
report back to the person 
who initiated the request,” 
Fraga said.

To provide the applica-
tion itself, Glendale chose 
CitySourced, a company 
based in Sherman Oaks, 
California. Like Glendale, 
CitySourced uses Esri for its 
GIS platform. Because City-
Sourced can link citizens 
to a government agency’s 
own systems, citizens can 

trust the information they get in return. 
“We thought that kind of closed loop was 
important, and CitySourced provides that,” 
said Fraga.

The system will be even more robust in the 
future, with GIS helping the city share more 
data. For example, a message from a citizen 
about a broken light pole will automatically 
bring up the equipment number, model, 
location, what it’s connected to, inventory 
status, and more.

The smartphone system is part of Glen-
dale’s effort to be a smart city. Glendale is 
already a leader in smart grid development, 
and it’s also practicing information-based 
policing, where GIS helps with spatial ana-
lytics. “That kind of policing is emerging 
because of our heavy use of GIS,” Fraga said. 
“So that’s another area we’re moving forward 
in, and we’re fi nding pretty good success in 
that now.” 

The city also plans to push more infor-
mation out to citizens. “We’ve named our 
service request system My Glendale,” said 
Fraga. “We’re trying to move in the direction 
of personalized public data or city data.”

Glendale plans to increase its use of tech-
nology in order to get things done. “I fi rmly 
believe that one leverage point that cities have, 
in terms of lowering their costs, is information 
systems,” Fraga said. “Labor is always going 
up; in most big cities, it’s between 70 and 
80 percent of the annual budget. So anything 
you can do to make that labor more effi cient, 
that’s where you save money.”

CASE STUDY

Connected Citizens
Glendale, California, leverages GIS to help residents 
engage in government.
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To learn more about 
how GIS enables better 
citizen engagement, visit 
www.esri.com/PCIO1010
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Start With Authoritative Data. Leverage the depend-
able, accurate geospatial data you already have and use 
it as a foundation for the GIS applications you deliver to 
citizens. When citizens contribute information through 
these apps, you can bring it directly into your GIS. 

1

Don’t Create a Citizen Data Silo. Create apps that 
work seamlessly with your existing GIS to ensure that the 
data you collect from the public will work with your back-
offi ce systems. 

2

Let Citizens Know What You’re Monitoring. For 
citizens to be effective sensors, they need to know about 
the new apps you are creating to gather input. Be sure to 
market availability. 

3

Respond to Feedback. When citizens alert you to an 
issue or concern, generate automatic responses that 
let them know you received their input and keep them 
up-to-date on the issue as it progresses and 
is resolved. 

4

Things to Consider When Delivering 
Citizen-Centric Services
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