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Designing Citizen Relationship Management Systems 
to Cultivate Good Civic Habits
By Jesse Baldwin-Philippi and Eric Gordon (Engagement Game Lab, Emerson College) 

Municipal governments are collecting 
data about city problems through 
telephone hotlines and mobile apps. 
Originally developed as part of the 
“New Public Management” approach 
that emphasized a customer-centered 
or citizen-centered government, 
these reporting systems have enabled 
governments to be ef  cient in their 
ability to respond to citizens’ needs. 

The City of Boston has been especially 
proli  c in this area, as they enable 
reporting through multiple media 
channels. What began as the phone-
based Mayor’s 24 Hour Constituent 
Service Hotline (617-635-4500) now 
also includes an online version of 
the service (www.cityofboston.gov/
online_services), the ability to text 
or tweet service requests (617-505-
1898 or @citizensconnect), and an 
application called Citizens Connect 
for reporting from one’s smart phone 
(See www.cityofboston.gov/doit/
apps/citizensconnect.asp). By dialing 
a phone number,   lling out an online 
form, or using a mobile app to snap 
a photo of graf  ti, citizens contribute 
to a city or community’s information. 
Actions become data points. As 
Boston and the majority of cities 
using reporting tools have chosen 
to make these reports available as 
part of broader open data and open 
government movements, reporting 
tools play a role in both the collection 
and publication of this data. 

What these tools are really collecting 
and publicizing, however, is more 
than just data. Data points are, at their 
core, traces of our civic habits, or 
any habitual practice of engaging in 
civic institutions or community life. 
Beyond tracing these habits, reporting 
tools can and ought to be designed 
to encourage the development of 
civic habits, especially those that are 
re  ective in nature. 

Though all big cities in the United 
States have some mechanism for 
citizens to report problems, these 
systems are not all equal. Over time, 
they have undergone a series of 
iterations, from traditional hotlines 
(1.0) to mobile applications and 
interactive webpages (2.0) to mobile 
and web tools that frame interaction 
within a re  ective context (3.0). 
Following a discussion of the 
importance of establishing civic 
habits, this brief explains how the 
evolutionary stages of reporting apps 
have impacted habits. We end with 
design recommendations and tactics 
for developing reporting tools that can 
best instantiate civic habits that are 
sustainable and re  ective.

Civic Habits

A habit is a settled or regular tendency, 
especially one that’s hard to give up. 
But we tend to think of habits as bad: 
smoking, gambling, etc. “The fact is,” 
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as psychologist William James wrote in 1892, 
“our virtues are habits as much as our vices. 
All our life, so far as it has de  nite form, is but 
a mass of habits.”1 

When we talk of civic habits, we are talking 
about all the practices that form civic life, from 
bad habits like throwing trash on the street to 
good habits like picking up another person’s 
trash; from posting a nasty comment about 
a neighbor on Facebook to tweeting about 
traf  c. Civic habits are everyday repetitive 
practices that have a bearing on public life 

or involve interacting with civic institutions. 
The systems and tools we use to interact with 
civic institutions or take civic actions facilitate 
these experiences, and can make them ef  cient 
or dif  cult, habitual or sporadic, thought 
provoking or super  cial. Consider how poor 
placement of recycling bins can produce bad 
civic habits as people grow tired of carrying 
a plastic bottle around and just throw it in the 
nearest trashcan. Now consider how a reporting 
app that automatically catalogues your location 
makes reporting easier, more reliable and 
ef  cient. Technologies create or disrupt habit 
loops by making actions easy or dif  cult. 

But what is often missing from civic habits are 
opportunities for re  ection. If people do not 
have the opportunity to conceive of their habits 
within larger systems—if there is no internal 
or external structure to learning—there is 
danger of getting stuck in a non-re  ective habit 
loop that merely continues the same action 
without possibility of growth. Because the 
goal of reporting apps is seen by government 
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as making service provision ef  cient, goals of 
deeper engagement, or re  ective civic habits, 
are not often considered. The following section 
reviews the history of Constituent Relationship 
Management (CRM) systems and offers the 
latest iteration as a productive step towards 
establishing government’s role in creating 
re  ective civic habits.

CRM 1.0

Before mobile applications became prominent, 
phone-based hotlines (and later web portals) 
provided insight into civic habits. Active 
in over 130 cities, traditional phone-based 
reporting systems are still in widespread use, 
and allow citizens to enter information into 
a set of forms or relay this information to an 
operator. In Boston, the tools of the Mayor’s 
Hotline, the ability to text message that hotline, 
and the online constituent service platform all 
enable citizens to take these actions.  

These tools are widely believed to be 
successful.2 However, while they allow citizens 
to   le reports ef  ciently and effectively, they do 
not allow citizens to interact meaningfully with 
each other or with institutions. They are good at 
enabling transactions: citizens need something 
  xed, they report it, and the government 
responds. Even when reports concern public 
issues—a broken sidewalk or graf  ti on a 
wall—the hotline system frames the habit as 
a private action: citizens get their particular, 
speci  c needs met, they are not prompted to 
view their needs as one of many or as an issue 
shared with others within a community. They 
contribute to a valuable store of data, but they 
do not feedback to the user to contextualize 
their singular or habitual practice into the 
landscape of community and the city. (See 
Figure 1)

Because the goal of reporting 
apps is seen by government as 
making service provision effi  cient, 
goals of deeper engagement, 
or refl ective civic habits, are not 
often considered.
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In Boston’s Citizens Connect, we can see 
how CRM 2.0 does more to civic actions than 
categorize and publicize them; it makes them 
immediately visible to citizens and connects 
them to the creation of public knowledge. 
Rather than simply being confronted by a form 
to   ll out, users can look at other reports—
deciding to view them according to most 
recent, or by a speci  c geographical location. 
A cross-city reporting app, SeeClickFix, allows 
users to see the pro  les of “neighbors” using 
the system in a speci  c area. These maps are 
the traces of collective civic habits, and through 
them, users can visualize their own habits, as 
well as those of the community as a whole. This 
visualization of civic habits marks the   rst step 
toward re  ection. (See Figure 2)

CRM 2.0

Mobile reporting apps and web tools do more 
than merely replicate the experience offered by 
older technologies. As CRM systems go mobile 
and take better advantage of the web, non-
governmental groups have developed tools that 
can be used across cities, such as SeeClickFix 
(seeclick  x.com/), and governments have 
developed tools themselves, as is the case 
with NYC311 (www.nyc.gov/apps/311/), 
Chicago Works (www.chicagoworksapp.
com/), or Boston’s Citizens Connect. With 
over 25,000 cities using SeeClickFix, and 32 
cities developing apps that support Open311’s 
set of open data standards, systems across the 
country are building upon the work of hotlines. 
These apps not only make data immediately 
available and ready at hand, they also serve as 
the foundation for subsequent actions as well.
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Features Examples Eff ect on citizens

• Standardized forms allow for 

systematic completion and 

categorization of reports.

• Raw data is made public for anyone 

to analyze or graphically represent.

• Data is physically and temporally 

disconnected from act of providing 

information.

• Phone hotlines and online 

forms

• Raw data fi les

• Databases or portals

• Data visualizations of past 

information

• Citizens engage in transactions with 

government institutions.

• Interaction with other citizens not 

possible.

• Information is public, but not translated 

in accessible language; use requires skill. 

Figure 1: CRM 1.0

Features Examples Eff ect on citizens

• Capability to view or interact 

with other data while providing 

information.

• Immediate updating of data.

• Easy to off er extra information 

location, photos, etc.

• Interaction generally enabled, but 

not a necessary part of tool.

• Lists or map-based 

representations of reports on 

separate page from reports

• Ability to comment on, 

mark-as-important, or 

“favorite” other existing 

actions. 

• Information is accessible.

• Interaction with others is a possible, but 

seldom-used, aff ordance.

• Civic habits developed/ encouraged by 

ease of use, mobile capability, etc.

Figure 2: CRM 2.0
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Existing apps are scaling themselves to 
function seamlessly across multiple cities, as is 
the case with Massachusetts’ Commonwealth 
Connect, an iteration of Boston’s Citizens 
Connect built on SeeClickFix.3 The amount 
of participation via these apps is signi  cant—
SeeClickFix recently hit its 500,000th report 
in May of 2013. Geolocation and easy camera 
access makes reporting easier, reports clearer, 
and as a result, government responsiveness 
and ef  ciency of service better. The tools 
are well positioned to turn individual actions 
into habitualized practice and to expand the 
in  uence of such practices to populations not 
currently predisposed to them.

Enabling re  ection, however, has proven to be 
quite dif  cult. While these tools can present 
an individual’s civic habits within a larger 
public context, they do not always succeed 
at generating motivation for users to pay 
attention to that context. A survey of 217 of 
Boston’s Citizens Connect users has shown 
that users are unlikely to engage with the 
map-based visualization of recent reports, or 
even bother to look at other citizens’ reports.4 
38 percent of users report that they have never 
used the mobile app to look at other users’ 
reports, and 41 percent report they use this 
feature “a minority of the time.” With only 
slightly over 9 percent of users reporting they 
“always” make use of this feature, it is clear 
that although possibilities for re  ection are 

designed into the tool, the typical use context 
does not yet motivate these actions. There are 
exceptional cases of citizens working together 
to solve problems before the city can get to 
them –   xing a damaged mural or overturning a 
neighbor’s garbage can to free a possibly-dead 
possum, but these are not the norm. CRM tools 
have not fully taken advantage of their features 
to cultivate re  ection on civic habits. They 
still tend to default to the mere facilitation of 
habitual practice. But as more and more cities 
commit to using these tools or seek to develop 
their own, non-re  ective habits should not be 
enough. These tools have potential to cultivate 
re  ection where taking individual action leads 
to actionable public understanding. 

CRM 3.0

CRM tools should be iterated, redesigned, 
and expanded to create environments that 
necessitate re  ection upon one’s role in 
civic life. Some good examples include 
SeeClickFix’s asking and answering feature 
and Civic Hero, which is a gami  ed version of 
reporting. While these examples are promising, 
they may not go far enough – how one 
interacts with CRM should be fundamentally 
recon  gured for re  ection. In other words, 
when a user picks up Citizens Connect to report 
a pothole, that impulse should be immediately 
framed within a larger social context.  (See 
Figure 3)

Features Examples Eff ect on citizens

• Use necessarily involves interacting 

with other data/users by adding 

extra steps or representations to the 

process of reporting.

• Upon reporting, other 

actions are recommended, 

and other actions are 

automatically shown

• Leaderboards show others’ 

actions

• Interactive features on 

home reporting screen, not 

other page.

• Information is accessible. 

• Interaction with other people or other 

civic habits accompanies any use. 

• Civic habits made more refl ective and 

communal.

Figure 3: CRM 3.0
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There is not a single way to encourage civic 
habits that is re  ective and sustainable, but 
there are key aspects of re  ection that apps 
can and should focus on as they move forward. 
These include: 1) making other individuals, 
actions, and groups visible during any use of 
the application, 2) de  ning citizens’ actions in 
relationship to other actions, goals, or needs of 
a community, and/or 3) establishing meaningful 
interactions among citizens, both among users 
and between users and other members of the 
public. As tools have been iterated—Citizens 
Connect itself has gone through four discrete 
versions—they are beginning to do some of 
this work. That said, a conscious effort to push 
such developments farther must happen. The 
following section explores recommendations 
for how to design for re  ective habits. While 
the following design goals are not exhaustive, 
they provide an important framework to guide 
future design efforts.  

Design Goal 1: Make Public Visualizations 
the Default

Because the vast majority of users rarely or 
never use the features of reporting tools that 
create an environment for re  ection, tools 
must move from making visualizations that 
show the reporting behavior of other members 
of the community available to making them 
necessary. By having users make their reports 
within a map-based system that shows other 
actions and users, such a tool encourages 
citizens to view the action itself in relation to 
other members of the community. Similarly, if 
users are shown a similar map upon reporting, 
the relationship between their reports and those 
of the entire community is also highlighted. 

Moreover, maps can signal more than a report 
by publicizing and visualizing other relevant 
data. They can use the concept of “neighbors” 
present in SeeClickFix to highlight people 
who have made reports nearby, thus moving 
the emphasis of current visualizations away 
from an inanimate object being reported on to 
a member of the community. Additionally, they 
can rank users or neighborhoods in any given 
area according to their number of reports

Design Goal 2: Frame Actions within Clear 
Public Objectives

Currently, CRM tools are used and promoted 
as ef  cient ways to remedy a problem you 
may encounter. They are most often used 
to   x things that are broken or otherwise 
problematic, and they are to be used whenever 
a user encounters such a problem. As such, the 
larger contexts and goals of reporting—helping 
beautify a community, helping the City meet its 
goals for street   xes—go overlooked. 

In order to frame civic reporting behaviors, 
cities can take such basic actions as awareness 
campaigns of what behaviors they see as 
integral to improving neighborhoods or the 
city as a whole, or they can try to motivate 
behaviors with gami  ed systems that reward 
certain desired behaviors. 

Built as an API that connects to multiple 
existing tools—Boston’s Citizen’s Connect 
and Commonwealth Connect, SeeClickFix, 
and Foursquare—StreetCred is one example 
of how to frame actions within concrete 
objectives. In StreetCred, players are prompted 
to take speci  c actions using already-existing 
tools such as Citizens Connect, and are 
rewarded with badges, which contribute to 
larger campaigns and real-life rewards. This 
practice attempts to interrupt and supplement 
existing habits with moments of re  ection 
by encouraging actions that citizens have not 
taken, but are related to either citizens’ own 
interests, or major issues within the community.

Designing CRM Systems to Cultivate Good Civic Habits

CRM tools should be iterated, 
redesigned, and expanded 
to create environments that 
necessitate refl ection upon one’s 
role in civic life.
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Design Goal 3: Make it Social

CRM tools can encourage users to engage in 
re  ection around civic habits by facilitating 
meaningful interactions among citizens. Users 
should be able to share a report with their 
existing online networks (i.e. Facebook or 
Twitter), and engage in discussion about that 
report. This requires a frame that connects 
to larger, relevant issues for that user. That 
the user reported a pothole is not necessarily 
meaningful; that they were one of 100 people 
in their neighborhood that contributed to a 
campaign to improve the neighborhood is 
much more interesting. 

Making something social means making 
something relevant. Sharing on social media 
might already be habitual for some, but in 
order for sharing a CRM report to be part of a 

re  ective habit loop, the thing shared cannot 
just be the action; it has to be the re  ection. “I 
reported a pothole at Tremont and Boylston” 
is very different than “I, along with 150 other 
Bostonians, contributed to the smooth streets 
campaign.”

Conclusion

CRM systems have been demonstrated to be 
ef  cient means of generating citizen input into 
urban problems. Over the last several years, 
governments and non-pro  ts have developed 
a variety of tools and while they all collect, 
organize, and publicize civic habits to some 
degree, their ability to foster good civic habits 
differ dramatically. Early CRM enabled habits, 

but did little to encourage them. While the next 
major developments in CRM facilitated the 
development and recognition of habits, they 
did not design for re  ection as a necessary or 
even important component of habitual action. 
Currently, as CRM tools are being improved 
and added to, there are isolated examples of 
designing for better, re  ective civic habits that 
deserve attention and continuation.

Designing CRM Systems to Cultivate Good Civic Habits

As CRM tools are being 
improved and added to, there 
are isolated examples of 
designing for better, refl ective 
civic habits that deserve 
attention and continuation.
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Endnotes

1. William James. (1925). Talks to Teachers on 
Psychology; And to Students On Some of Life’s 
Ideals. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 
p. 56.
2. Support for this point of view comes from 
“Citizens Connect: A Smartphone Application 
that Reduces “Broken Windows,” a BARI 
working paper by Dan O’Brien available 
online at www.bostonarearesearchinitiative.net/
working-papers.php.
3. In addition to Boston, 23 Massachusetts 
cities and towns are now using Commonwealth 
Connect and another 30 are planning to do so.  
(See http://www.cityofboston.gov/doit/apps/
commonwealthconnect.asp.)
4. Unpublished survey data collected by the 
authors in 2013. 
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Rappaport Institute for Greater Boston

The Rappaport Institute for Greater Boston is a university-wide entity that aims to improve 
governance of Greater Boston by fostering better connections between scholars, policy makers, 
and civic leaders. The Institute was founded and funded by The Phyllis and Jerome Lyle 
Rappaport Foundation, which promotes emerging leaders. More information about the Institute 
is available at www.hks.harvard.edu/rappaport.

RAPPAPORT INSTITUTE
for Greater Boston

Radcliff e Institute for Advanced Study

The Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study at Harvard University is dedicated to creating 
and sharing transformative ideas across the arts, humanities, sciences, and social sciences. 
The Institute’s Academic Ventures program fosters collaborative research projects and brings 
together faculty from across Harvard University to develop innovative academic programming 
across a wide range of disciplines. Conferences and lectures also provide opportunities for 
the public to engage with scholars, challenge assumptions, explore emerging ideas, and study 
timely issues of public policy. Learn more about the people and programs of the Radcliffe 
Institute, including the Fellowship Program and the Schlesinger Library, at www.radcliffe.
harvard.edu.

Boston Area Research Initiative

The Boston Area Research Initiative (BARI) is a collaborative effort to spur original research in 
the greater Boston area that is on the cutting edge of social science and public policy. A research 
partnership among the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study, the Rappaport Institute for Greater 
Boston and key agencies in Boston, BARI also seeks to forge active and mutually bene  cial 
relationships among university researchers and policymakers. More information about BARI is 
available at www.bostonarearesearchinitiative.net
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