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Abstract: In the 1990 Census we released CD-ROM data disc products to the public. For the first time users were freed from traditional mainframe or print release options. Census 2000 was the first census for which the Census Bureau's Internet site was the primary means of disseminating data, making some data products free and easily accessible to most user populations. The Marketing Services Office (MSO), traditionally the primary point of contact for information and product sales for the agency, continued to sell disc and paper products to those who needed access to large data files or specialized products. However, the sales of virtually all product lines are on a rapid decline. Recently, the MSO led an effort to review the Census Bureau's policy on fee vs. free product dissemination to strategically align itself away from sales and more toward future customer services needs. 

This paper examines technological trends in customer care and communications management services that will help us create better online interfaces, information services, and relationships with our customers, and to provide customers with the knowledge and experience needed to increase their awareness, access, understanding and use of Census Bureau data. 

Questions for the Committee:

1. Since the Internet is increasingly the choice for data delivery, are there other business opportunities available to the Census Bureau to serve its customers?

2. What customer service channels (e.g., phone, web, chat, RSS) will provide the best mix to serve the agency’s diverse customer base for the future?

3. What are the trends in delivery of services to customers that will help the agency continue to provide first-class service in the period of declining budgetary resources? 

Disclaimer:  The views expressed on (statistical, methodological, technical, or operations) issues are those of the author and not necessarily those of the U.S. Census Bureau.
The Future of Customer Service at the Census Bureau:

Moving from Sales to
 Customer Care and Communications Management 
Recent Product Release History

The Census Bureau continued its practice of innovation in the 1990 Census by moving from mainframe tape products to CD-ROM discs as a major release medium. For the first time, users were freed from traditional mainframe or print release options, thus helping to democratize access to census data.
 Census 2000 was the first census for which the Census Bureau's Internet site and on-line catalog were the primary means of disseminating and informing customers about Census Bureau data.  In most cases, whatever customers looked for, they would find it first on the Census Bureau's Web site.  In addition to formatted tables, the Census Bureau Web site included maps and data sets available for downloading (file transfer protocol (FTP)), printing, viewing, and manipulating.  Census 2000 data users readily approved of and used the agency's self-service American FactFinder (AFF) as their primary online data retrieval tool.  

Some Census Bureau customers continued to purchase their data on computer discs (CD-ROM/DVD-ROM's) and to pay for print on demand products (like paper maps or PDF reports printed to paper). Yet, we started to see cost recovery from revenues received for inventoried products declining as the Internet quickly became and remains today the data delivery media of choice. As examples:

· In FY1999, sales for the top ten products accounted for $930,000; in FY2005, revenues dropped 67 percent to $306,882 for these same products, with two product lines eliminated entirely, Recently, the Census Bureau decided to no longer sell its popular Statistical Abstract on CD-ROM.  It generated revenues of $51,997 in 1999.  In 2005, revenues received from this product were only $6,043 and now it’s free.


· In FY2005, the Census Bureau had inventories of over 800 disc titles.  However, only a few titles generated revenues.  For example, nine titles sold a minimum of 64 units each and nearly 90 percent of disc products sold three units or less.


· Major decennial, TIGER, and economic product lines are in down cycles.  Future demand for even the most popular disc products is expected to decrease as even more data become available for free on the Internet.  For instance, the Economic Census, previously available in a DVD-ROM subscription series will be available only in American FactFinder in 2007.

Moving to the Future

The Marketing Services Office (MSO), traditionally the primary point of contact and sales for the agency, recently led an effort to review the Census Bureau's policy on fee vs. free product dissemination. Recommendations have been drafted to discontinue selling 

Disclaimer:  The views expressed on (statistical, methodological, technical, or operations) issues are those of the author and not necessarily those of the U.S. Census Bureau.
standard Census Bureau products and maintaining inventories of disc products.
  

Further, the strategic move and organizational realignment of the Marketing Services Office to the Communications Directorate justifies a fresh examination of our front line customer-centric business.  Moving towards increased and consistent customer communications and new and improved management approaches, and away from sales of static products, makes sense.  


Examples include:

· Providing administrative support and establishing standards for the consolidation of more than 40 individual Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) web pages into a corporate state of the art knowledge base system improves consistency of messages and eliminates stove piped communications.  Most help desks are providing services to external customers through this system. The MSO monitors the content and metrics and seeks ways to keep the system working at top performance. In 2006, we served 2.3 million customers with a 99.5 percent self-service rate. 


· Adding a Census 2010 site to this system as an Intranet site draws upon industry best practices for knowledge-based systems and retools customer service staff skills for these new roles.


· We recently established direct links from our knowledge-based FAQ site to USA.gov’s knowledge-based FAQ site, which is currently the seventh most popular Internet research site.
  As an example, a citizen asking a question at USA.gov about disability will see the USA.gov and the Census Bureau’s answers on disability.
 
 

· We are continuing to research ways to deliver first-class services to all Census Bureau customers and respondents, by looking at new channels and exploiting technological improvements to better serve our public.


· We are mindful that we are required to recover costs for dissemination of special individual products, that we must work in a non-profit mode, and that we need to offer value-added services without competing with private industry.
Disclaimer:  The views expressed on (statistical, methodological, technical, or operations) issues are those of the author and not necessarily those of the U.S. Census Bureau.
Summary

Clearly, technology is changing the future of customer service and mandating changes in support services for both our internal and external customers. However, questions remain:

1.
Since the Internet is increasingly the choice for data delivery, are there other business opportunities available to the Census Bureau to serve its customers?

2.
What customer service channels (e.g., phone, web, chat, RSS) will provide the best mix to serve the agency’s diverse customer base for the future?

3.
What are the trends in delivery of services to customers that will help the agency continue to provide first-class service in the period of declining budgetary resources? 
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1By making 1990 census data available on CD-ROMs, the Census Bureau has democratized the data.  For the first time, any individual or group with a personal computer with a CD-ROM drive can have population census data at moderate cost.  For prior censuses, only academic or corporate institutions with large mainframe computers had access to, and could afford, these data.” Barbara Everett Bryant, 1991. Referenced in March 13, 2007 email exchange that she made this claim often in various speeches.  


 


2On-demand products will be continued but placed in the hands of the data producing divisions, thus streamlining the business processes.�


3Source: XooxleAnswers.com (http://xooxleanswers.com/topten.aspx)�


4The Social Security Administration also has this agreement with the General Services 


Administration.
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