
Eagle Hill Consulting recently undertook a survey of federal employees to gain a 
straightforward perspective on the challenges and opportunities for improving government 
customer service—from those operating right at its core. With OMB Circular A-11’s 
customer experience (CX) maturity model as our framework, Eagle Hill is providing a 
series of recommendations, based on our discoveries, for agencies to apply right away.
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OMB CIRCULAR A-11 SECTION 280:  
WHAT IT MEANS FOR GOVERNMENT CUSTOMER SERVICE

IMPROVING CUSTOMER 
SERVICE IN FEDERAL 
GOVERNMENT: START HERE

Enhancing workplace morale is the aspect of customer service 
most frequently identified as a driver of improved customer 
service in the federal government.

www.eaglehillconsulting.com

OMB Circular A-11 Section 280 gives guidance for agencies to enhance the customer experience 
(CX). By focusing on improvements in five core functions of the CX maturity model—measurement, 
governance and strategy, culture and organization, customer understanding, and service design—
it’s intended to make CX across government more consistent, comprehensive, and robust.  

Source: OMB Circular A-11 Section 280

In this article, we focus on how to build a workplace culture in which 

excellent customer service can flourish.

https://www.eaglehillconsulting.com/insights/customer-experience-improving-service-delivery-federal-agencies-omb-circular/
https://www.eaglehillconsulting.com/opinion/omb-circular/
https://www.eaglehillconsulting.com/insights/customer-experience-improving-service-delivery-federal-agencies-omb-circular/
https://www.eaglehillconsulting.com/insights/customer-experience-improving-service-delivery-federal-agencies-omb-circular/


58%
EXCELLENCE/QUALITY

62%
TEAMWORK/COLLABORATION

CUSTOMER SERVICE

58%

53%
RESPECT/TRUST

52%
INTEGRITY/MORALS

50%
SERVICE TO COUNTRY

38%
INNOVATION

55%
DIVERSITY/INCLUSION

Source: The 2018 Eagle Hill Consulting Federal Government Customer Service Survey

Figure 1: A majority of federal employees identify customer service as an active 
part of their workplace culture

Q: Which of the following are active parts of your organization’s agency culture?  

(Respondents selected all that apply)

WHEN IT COMES TO GOVERNMENT 
CUSTOMER SERVICE, “SOFT SKILLS”  
MAKE THE DIFFERENCE
Eagle Hill’s survey shows that federal agencies and their employees already seem to 
recognize the link between internal culture and customer service: currently, 58 percent 
of respondents identify customer service as an active part of their organization’s culture 
(Figure 1).

2www.eaglehillconsulting.com



61%
EMPOWERMENT OF
CUSTOMER SERVICE
DELIVERY STAFF

69%
ENHANCED
WORKPLACE 
MORALE 

IMPROVED
INFORMATION 
TECHNOLOGY

54%
ADDITIONAL 
FINANCIAL 
RESOURCES

45%

Source: The 2018 Eagle Hill Consulting Federal Government Customer Service Survey

Figure 2: Employees rank workplace culture factors as more important to improving 
customer service than resource-intensive factors, such as improved IT or extra budget

Q: Which of the following would significantly improve customer service in the federal government?   

(Respondents selected all that apply)

Despite workplace culture’s importance to customer service, it is not reflected in the 
current reality. Respondents identify specific cultural elements that come up short within 
the customer service function. Giving decision-making authority to employees ranks as 
the top weakness, with maintaining channels of communication between management 
and supervisees the second largest weakness (Figure 3). Interestingly, these are the only 
two factors that federal employees were more likely to cite as a weakness than a strength 
(although none of the factors emerged as particularly “strong”).

At the same time, specific cultural elements receive much less focus than their customer 
service impact would seem to warrant. For example, our survey respondents were most 
likely to point to workplace cultural elements as important to improving CX. The factors 
that respondents most often cited as having significant impact on customer service are 
enhanced workplace morale (69 percent) and empowerment of customer service staff (61 
percent). Significantly, “soft skill” factors were rated more highly by employees than either 
improved information technology or additional financial resources (Figure 2). The data here 
adds weight to Eagle Hill’s contention that improving government customer service does 
not presuppose costly investments.
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65% 35%

56% 44%

49% 51%

48% 52%

45% 55%

45% 55%

GIVING DECISION-MAKING AUTHORITY TO EMPLOYEES

MAINTAINING CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION BETWEEN MANAGEMENT AND SUPERVISEES

EQUIPPING EMPLOYEES WITH THE TOOLS THEY NEED

ON-THE-JOB SOFT SKILLS TRAINING (e.g. COMMUNICATION, CRITICAL THINKING, LEADERSHIP)

PRESENTING A CLEAR IDEA OF CUSTOMER NEEDS

ON-THE-JOB TECHNICAL TRAINING 

WEAKNESS STRENGTH

Federal employees want to be more empowered to improve customer service. They  
want to contribute to the customer service conversation. Yet more than half (56 percent) 
of the respondents say their organization does not seek employees’ ideas on improving 
customer service. 

Eagle Hill has seen this trend before. Our 2017 survey and report, “Building an Ideas Culture 
in Federal Government,” found that 72 percent of federal employees say that their agency 
“rarely or never seeks their ideas for improvements” in general. (You can find that report, 
which also provides recommendations for developing a culture that promotes employee 
ideas, here.)

Overall, our survey found a mismatch between how employees rate the factors critical to 
customer service and their agency’s effectiveness in these areas (Figure 4). In this figure 
we also highlight the fact that federal employees were most likely to rate cooperation/
coordination with other government agencies as the area where their agency is effective.  

Source: The 2018 Eagle Hill Consulting Federal Government Customer Service Survey

Figure 3: Federal employees say the #1 weakness in customer service functions is 
giving decision-making authority to employees

Q: Within your organization’s customer service functions, do you feel that each of the following is a 

strength or a weakness?  
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Source: The 2018 Eagle Hill Consulting Federal Government Customer Service Survey

Figure 4: There is a mismatch between key factors employees say are critical to 
customer service, and how they rate effectiveness

Q: Which of the following do you see as critical 

elements of an effective customer service strategy? 

(Respondents selected all that apply)   

CRITICAL ELEMENTS AGENCY EFFECTIVENESS*

Q: How well has each of the following been 

implemented at your organization? 
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With the President’s Management Agenda’s focus on “improving customer experience” 
as a cross-cutting priority and its heavy emphasis on how coordination within and among 
agencies is fundamental to making improvements, agencies should continue to build 
on this relative strength and seek more opportunities to collaborate for citizen-centered, 
holistic service.

*The percentages above represent the share of respondents who think each of the above has 
been implemented effectively at their organization



Source: The 2018 Eagle Hill Consulting Federal Government Customer Service Survey

Figure 5: Having a single customer service lead corresponds with increased adoption 
of elements critical to the improvement of customer service 
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*Does your agency solicit employees’ ideas on improving customer service? (yes/no)
**Which of the following are active parts of your organization’s agency culture? Please select all that apply.

ENGAGE YOUR EMPLOYEES TO IGNITE 
CUSTOMER SERVICE IMPROVEMENTS.
The recent Wall Street Journal article, “A Company’s Performance Depends First of All 
on Its People,” reported that “the biggest jumps in the Drucker Institute’s ranking of best-
managed businesses were at companies with big gains in employee engagement and 
development” (Rick Wartzman and Lawrence Crosby, August 12, 2018).  
Eagle Hill Consulting proposes that the idea of increasing employees’ engagement as a 
path to improvement holds true in government as well. 

Our survey findings indicate that CX improvements may rely less on pricey technology 
upgrades than on relatively low-cost culture improvements—namely, the space and 
encouragement to innovate and the recognition and reward for jobs well done. We believe 
these conclusions should encourage agencies, as culture improvements are a lever  
agencies can begin to move right away.

The criticality of culture to customer service further supports our earlier recommendation: 
federal agencies would do well to consider instituting a single customer service lead. Figure 
5 makes the case clearly. Only 40 percent of employees in agencies without a customer 
service lead say their agency seeks employee ideas on how to improve customer service. 
When an agency has a single customer service lead, however, the positive response rate 
increases to 63 percent. Likewise, employees in an agency with a single customer service 
lead are significantly more likely than employees in an agency without a single lead to say 
that customer service is an active part of their culture.
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69% 55%

40%
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SERVICE LEAD

MY AGENCY SEEKS 
EMPLOYEE IDEAS 
ON IMPROVING 
CUSTOMER SERVICE*

CUSTOMER SERVICE 
IS AN ACTIVE PART 
OF YOUR AGENCY’S 
CULTURE**

DO NOT HAVE SINGLE 
CUSTOMER SERVICE LEAD
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METHODOLOGY
The 2018 Eagle Hill Consulting Federal Government Customer Service Survey was 
conducted online by Government Business Council between June and July 2018. 
The online survey included 625 respondents from a random sample of respondents 
across the Federal Government (including civilian and Department of Defense agencies). 
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@WeAreEagleHill

Visit www.eaglehillconsulting.com/customerservice to follow the series.
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