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Serving and informing citizens
without forgetting that’s what we are
Jordi Graells i Costa,
director general for
Citizen Services at
the Government of
Catalonia

Abstract
The intention of this article is to lift citizen
services out of the irrelevance that
governments and public authorities often
consign it to. In the business world no one
doubts that customer service inspires,
models, tweaks and shapes catalogues,
processes and production lines. Company
business models ensure they do not lose
their way following other systems. For
various reasons, however, the business
model in the public sector is off track.
It is still incapable of grasping, with all
the consequences, that citizen services,
managed with a 21st century strategy
and technology, are the intangible key to
generating public value for citizens.

The public space of governance is a
space shared with various stakeholders
(organisations, companies, intermediaries
such as political parties and trade unions,
the media, the general public). And both
governments and public administrations
– hereinafter I shall refer exclusively to
governments – find it difficult to reach
large audiences, even though they provide
services that make life easier for people,
because they enter into competition with
the other intervening stakeholders in order
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This disaffection has increased, more
recently, because governments have
joined some big corporations in the
practice of obtaining citizen and user data
by procedures of dubious legitimacy.
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The relationship governments have with
society as a whole is being questioned
because citizens are demanding they
manage public affairs properly and that,
ultimately, they improve living conditions.
Needs are becoming more complex and
the level of demands is increasing to
such an extent that the public authorities
are often asked to solve matters which
had always been the terrain of other
stakeholders (companies, organisations,
and so on).
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Governments looking for
their second chance
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The Catalan Government presented the Guide to Citizen Information Services during the
1st Network Administration Meeting in Calonge (Girona), May 2019.

Governments find
it difficult to reach
large audiences
because they enter
into competition
with the other
intervening
stakeholders in
order to build
enough reputation
and influence

to build enough reputation and influence to
be listened to and followed.
Furthermore, in this public sphere, there
are many joint dynamics and collective
emotions that complicate this undertaking
even further. In order to define and focus
government action, it is necessary to keep
the collective social situation very much
in mind. Then we can understand that
handling the COVID-19 pandemic is very
different from a situation of euphoria or
even that of another emergency (caused
by a terrorist attack or a natural disaster,
for example).

The value governments have in
their hand and they don’t know it
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In network governance, government
interaction with other stakeholders as
equals fosters a relationship with more
public value. And that is because it arrives
at an opportune moment for citizens by
means of digital tools and useful content
which give them the capacity to check
if what the government is offering them
helps to transform their immediate
environment and improve their living
conditions.

Digital tools and
useful content give
citizens the capacity
to check if what
the government is
offering helps them
to improve their
living conditions
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And the fact of the matter is there is one
that excels in this new paradigm. Network
governance!

Technopolitics is the
space for interaction
geared towards a
relationship using
online digital tools.
This is the most
decisive framework
for political power
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Technopolitics is the space for interaction
geared towards a relationship using online
digital tools. This is the most decisive
framework for political power. All the
stakeholders mine it to find the intangible
asset that will help them communicate
better with and have more influence on
their audience (organisational culture,
intellectual capital, brand, legitimacy,
reputation, social responsibility,
transparency, trust, positive experience,
etc.). It is a matter of finding one by which
citizens can, for example, feel safer about
their environment, proud of their country
or eager to get involved with their fellow
citizens in solving common problems.
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Look no further, our biggest asset
is citizen services

If citizens see they
are well informed
by government, it
will increase their
confidence in the
public authorities
and their sense of
co-responsibility

Therefore, the most effective way to
manage technopolitics successfully is
with citizen service policies understood
from this relational, horizontal, networking
perspective. That way all other policies,
such as transparency, participation or
simply digitalising transactions between
the different stakeholders become more
complementary and secondary.
Citizen services represent a cross-cutting
policy which aims to offer a multichannel
model that satisfies the public’s demands
and mobilises them. It therefore has to
try to satisfy citizen experience in all
their life cycles (personal, social, leisure,
professional).
Citizen services make use of public service
communication, which is different from
the more institutional or political kind,
even though both belong to the public
communication family. If citizens see
they are well informed by government,
it will increase their confidence in the
public authorities and their sense of coresponsibility.

Informing the public
by digital means or
by phone is key, as
has been confirmed
in the recent period,
in an emergency
situation like that of
COVID

And, informing the public by digital means
or by phone is key, as has been confirmed
in the recent period, in an emergency
situation like that of COVID. Moreover,
given what we have experienced, we
are convinced that we can operate in a
different way. Just as we can do official
business, pay, meet, take decisions or
reach agreements more effectively, so
content can be consumed in a way that

is in line with the public’s expectations.
And thus become established as a reliable
source, which means not only offering
truthful but also the right information at
the right time, in a register that people like
and can understand (simple, multimedia,
accessible, etc.).

Serving citizens, the most
beautiful profession in the world

U

EPM 12

European Public Mosaic / November 2020
Public Administration School of Catalonia

Only through citizen services can we really
see government action. It is the crucial
moment. Until now, everything was a
trial. But it is precisely when the public
relate to government that, in their mind,
they form an opinion (positive, negative,
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In many cases it is a
question of avoiding
misunderstandings
and dysfunctions
produced by the 19th
century culture that
all too often prevails
in public institutions

love, hate, etc.) of the competence of
the staff, the service received. What are
the factors that come into play? Much
has been written on the requirements
of a good public information service:
the facilities, the space, the speed, the
skill of the professionals, personalisation
of the service, cordiality, non-verbal
communication and so on.
This service is sometimes the first link but
often the last in the direct governmentcitizen relationship. Satisfaction in
managing or delivering a service will
therefore depend on the quality of this
contact. In many cases it is a question
of avoiding misunderstandings and
dysfunctions produced by the 19th century

The director general for Citizen Services, Jordi Graells, during the presentation
of the Guide to data visualisation in November 2018.

culture that all too often prevails in public
institutions. We therefore have to find
solutions that increase the trust which
has been lost in another, earlier stage of
the relationship. That is not at all easy
and will depend on the predisposition and
interpersonal relationship skills of staff in
the public information service. Practices
and technical instructions for achieving the
right behaviour have been amply described
in the classical citizen services manuals.
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Other knowledge, techniques and
resources are therefore required to
tackle a radically different reality: a better
educated public faced with more complex
problems and situations.

Most queries are of
a specialist nature
these days and, as
a result, the time
spent and knowledge
required to deal
with the queries
and formalities has
increased
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However, we need to go further than
this traditional focus in the 21st century.
Twenty years ago, queries of a general
nature accounted for almost all those dealt
with by the public information service, with
little margin for specialist queries. Over
the years, however, with citizens who are
increasingly better educated and capable
of dealing with important matters as well
as using new technological solutions that
are more intuitive, this trend has clearly
been reversed. Most queries are of a
specialist nature these days. The most
immediate consequence of this is that
the time spent and knowledge required
to deal satisfactorily with the queries and
formalities has increased.
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Citizen services that have caught
up with the 21st century
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Multifaceted citizen services
Serving the public is the main activity of
any government. What could be better
than facilitating access to, communication
with and relations with the public? And
doing that on the basis of their needs
and capabilities. If done well, citizens
will receive a comprehensive service
that meets their expectations, whether
they have used the F2F, phone or digital
channel to get information, complete a
formality or conduct some business. And
the quality of the service they will receive
through any of the channels will be the
same.
In addition, omnichannel service provision
encourages adapting information, content
and procedures as a service to and
relationship with the public. It will be
possible to organise (and open up) the
physical space for citizen information
offices (OAC, oficines d’atenció
ciutadana), primary and secondary phone
lines and the resources for the digital
service.

Anniversary of the oldest citizen
information channels in Catalonia
The Catalan
government’s public
information channels
are now celebrating
a triple anniversary
and, despite their
age, they have
contrived to remain
incredibly appealing

The Catalan government’s public
information channels are organised under
the “gencat” brand (short for Generalitat
de Catalunya). They are now celebrating
a triple anniversary. The website has
been going for 25 years, the advice and
information helpline, 012, for 20 years, and,
as if that were not enough, it is 10 years
since the decision was taken to have a

These new audiences are in addition to
the large number of users that the more
conventional gencat channels already
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And if that was not enough, the family
grew further some time ago. Profiles were
opened on Instagram and Telegram, and
there is every reason to believe the launch
of these tools was very well received by
the general public. The more than 50,000
followers on Instagram – many in very
young age bands typical of this social media
platform – and the 25,000 on Telegram
are proof of their capacity for connecting
with people traditionally abandoned, those
dubbed the forgotten citizens or orphans in
technopolitical language.
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presence in the more classical social media
(Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn, etc,).
And, despite their age and the passage
of time, they have contrived to remain
incredibly appealing to all kinds of people.
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had: information offices, the helpline,
the website, the query form, Twitter,
Facebook and YouTube, etc. Now they
can all enjoy interacting with Instagram
stories or simply consuming information
and interacting with it where appropriate.
Organisations, businesses, and the general
public can take advantage of the advice,
recommendations, help and other gencat
content that urges them to change easily
and intuitively in order to transform their
most immediate environment.

The bot: the youngest channel

The gencatBOT
automatically
consults a
repository of
common knowledge
comprising the
FAQs of all Catalan
government areas

But it doesn’t end here. The COVID-19
epidemic eventually led us up a blind
alley. However, some people think the real
emergency situation is not the one that is
produced suddenly, when the traumatic
event which gives rise to it occurs, but
rather the one after when, unfortunately,
the effects of the emergency on society
become structural. It is then that the public
action of governments really begins. And
when it should be at the heart of citizen
services policies so they help the most
vulnerable and disadvantaged part of the
population in particular.
The Catalan government considered
automating part of the most repetitive
information, which can be codified, and
applying a certain artificial intelligence
to the dialogues in this relationship, but
without this automation ever having a
negative effect on citizen experience, as
too often happens with some content
provided in the form of a bot and/or [semi]
automated service.

It was then we decided to create a new
service: gencatBOT. The gencatBOT took
shape using various technologies, with the
intention of testing which technological
solution (in whatever form: chatbots,
webchats, a search engine or any other
device) would be the most suitable for
responding to the public.

Citizen services must therefore be
provided via an omnichannel and jointly
in a network (accepting documents in any
government, etc.). Then the impact on the
self-esteem of both citizens and public
employees will surely be greater.
We have the proof! What more do we
need to wait for to promote the culture
of serving and informing the public
everywhere? ▮
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Last but not least

Citizen services
must be provided via
an omnichannel and
jointly in a network
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It does that using various channels:
from the gencat.cat website, WhatsApp
(+34 681 012 12) and Telegram https://t.
me/gencat012bot (or directly writing the
profile @gencat012bot in Telegram).
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The bot automatically consults a repository
of common knowledge comprising the
FAQs of all Generalitat areas (health,
civil protection, social affairs, mobility,
commerce, energy, housing and so on),
which is also fed by the queries received
by the 012 helpline, the web form and
social media. The aim is to find the
answers that best fit the queries submitted
by the general public.

41

