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The Austin Smarter Cities engagement was one of three pilot US cities  
to earn a grant from IBM as part of its philanthropic efforts to build a 
Smarter Planet™. IBM’s Smarter Cities Challenge aims to contribute to 
the improvement of high-potential cities around the world. During a 
three-week period in October and November 2010, a team of six IBM 
Executives worked in the City of Austin to deliver recommendations 
around two key challenges that were identified by Austin City Manager 
Marc Ott and his senior leadership team.

Challenge 1: The East/West divide 
The persistent disparity between residents living in East Austin compared 
to those living on the West side of the city is a long-standing issue. The 
divide is economic, social, political and cultural. It is both historic and 
persistent to this day. Residents from the communities on the East side  
do not experience the same quality of life as West Austin residents. They 
do not participate in government at the same rate and frequently feel 
disengaged from the greater Austin community. The team focused on 
ways to:
• Create social prosperity for all citizens by better leveraging city resources
• Address physical and economic barriers and ways to overcome the 

historical legacy
• Evaluate infrastructure parity, human capital development, education, 

neighborhood affordability, homelessness and economic development 
opportunities

• Analyze the interconnectivity of the social service infrastructure with  
an overarching city strategy

• Leverage city and Austin Independent School District data sources.

Challenge 2: Integration and prioritization
The integration of strategic decision making among city departments – 
and in particular the prioritization of capital projects – was also identified 
as a major challenge. In short, an improved approach to reviewing and 
selecting capital improvement projects is needed. Decisions must be based 
on more than just a financial return on investment. Broader benefits such 
as social and sustainability concerns need to be incorporated as well as 
weighing trade-offs across various departments. The team explored  
ways to:
• Integrate strategic decision making among city departments
• Develop ways to manage the portfolio of city projects
• Ensure the best possible financial and social return on investment  

(ROI) for each planning decision 
• Share data between departments.

Highlights: 

•	 The	City	of	Austin	leaders	have	a	vision	for		
their	city	to	be	unique,	vibrant,	sustainable		
and	prosperous.	They	want	Austin	to	be	the	
“most	livable	city	in	the	nation”.	The	city	
manager’s	main	goal	is	for	Austin	to	become	
the	“best-managed	city”.	

•	 Two	key	challenges	identified:	Austin’s		
East/West	divide	and	the	way	strategic	
decisions	are	made.

•	 Key	recommendations	made	around	
communications,	brand,	information		
sharing	and	collaboration,	social		
services,	transportation,	public	safety,		
housing	and	jobs.

•	 Better	consolidation	of	city	data	sources		
key	to	improving	interdepartmental	
collaboration.
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What’s working
Austin is a well-managed city, has many pillars of excellence  
and is coping with dynamic growth. There are various  
successes with innovative public-private partnerships and  
city departments tend to collaborate at certain levels. Many 
residents of Austin actively participate in government and the 
local community. Austin has a high level of environmental 
consciousness and overall, enjoys a very positive image.  

Recurring themes 
There appears to be a lack of trust for city government, 
specifically by some citizens of Austin’s East side. There  
is dissatisfaction with the city’s electoral process by both 
Hispanic and African American communities. Those  
community members expressed discontent with the award 
process for city projects. Access to capital is limited for  
East Austin residents and the underserved in general.  
Public-private partnership successes are not being fully 
leveraged. There is a need for inclusive economic  
development strategies that ensure affordable homes  
to residents especially after redevelopment.

Areas of improvement 
As Austin formulates a comprehensive integrated plan  
to better respond to growth, the city needs a more  
orchestrated collaboration between city departments to  
improve decision making and expansion of data sharing.  
An integrated communications strategy and a city brand 
encompassing departmental objectives need to be developed. 
This strategy must include participation of all groups in  
city decision making. 

Overarching recommendations 
•	 Enhanced	communications	and	brand: To be more effective, 

the city should develop a communications strategy that 
provides a consistent message and brand for communications 
from the city. The communications strategy must be  
translated into concrete tactics designed to enable the 
communications staff to execute the strategy on a daily basis.

•	 Information	sharing: Civic leaders can develop an 
information sharing climate through which leaders join  
their efforts across boundaries of jurisdictions and sectors.  
This collaborative approach requires the city to substantially 
overhaul how it plans for and shares technology.

•	 Operational	collaboration:	Establish linkages across 
departments and move from inter-departmental to enterprise-
wide and community collaboration. An integrated system 
increases transparency to the public, enables information 
sharing and can improve deployment and productivity of staff. 
For example, technology can allow City of Austin leaders 
visibility on recent unemployment and incoming demand for 
services in the same way that the police department tracks  
and responds to neighborhood crime.
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Departmental recommendations 
Social Services programs and education are enablers for 
achieving self-sufficiency for Austin’s most vulnerable citizens. 
Increased collaboration across City of Austin and the Austin 
Independent School District is viewed as a major goal to drive 
organizational effectiveness, optimize resources to connect 
people to needed programs, create a more citizen-centered 
experience and achieve sustainable outcomes.
•	 Social	services:	The city’s HHS must develop a strategy and 

roadmap to transform how social services are provided and 
implement technical solutions such as case management, 
analytics and reporting to allow better information sharing  
and improved outcomes. 

•	 Transportation: Austin must focus on developing an 
integrated multimodal transportation roadmap. This reduces 
congestion and improves East and West Austin connection 
with the public transit system. 

•	 Public	safety: Implementation of a centralized data warehouse 
with data mining and predictive analytics capabilities.

•	 Housing: Increased availability of a well-planned and 
executed affordable housing continuum by promoting 
mixed-use real estate development.

•	 Jobs: Training in sectors such as renewable energy, green 
industry, life sciences, medical research and logistics.

Capital project prioritization
Adoption of an integrated management of the city’s portfolio  
of projects and programs and development of a business and 
enterprise architecture for the city that aligns vision, objectives 
and data from top to bottom.

Conclusion
City department collaboration and better consolidation of  
the city’s data sources into an integrated environment will 
achieve coordinated planning and better outcomes for the  
City of Austin.

For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com 
or visit smartercitieschallenge.org


