
Houston, Texas, was one of 33 cities selected to receive a Smarter 
Cities® Challenge grant from IBM in 2012 as part of IBM’s citizenship 
efforts to build a Smarter Planet™. Since the program’s inception in 
2010, 64 cities have received Smarter Cities Challenge grants, and many 
of these have already made great progress on the road to becoming 
more instrumented, interconnected and intelligent (additional 
information is available at www.smartercitieschallenge.org). During 
three weeks in August 2012, a team of five IBM experts worked to 
deliver recommendations on a key challenge identified by Houston 
Mayor Annise Parker and her senior leadership team.

The challenge
In August 2011, Mayor Annise Parker announced the creation of the 
Department of Neighborhoods (DON) to consolidate multiple City offices 
into a single department focused on block-by-block quality-of-life issues for 
residents of Houston. It combined seven divisions formerly governed by the 
mayor and was chartered to improve communication and responsiveness 
between the City, residents and community-based partners.

The IBM team worked with the DON leadership and Mayor Parker to 
frame the challenge: Assist the City of Houston in making its Department 
of Neighborhoods the “one-stop shop” for all resident-related issues. 

Summary of findings 
The IBM team distilled its findings into four major scenario categories. 
These categories group findings to address the challenge from key 
perspectives, focusing on areas impeding the mission of the DON.  
Today, there are organizational changes in progress within the DON  
and the City. While these are positive steps toward a more efficient  
and effective City, there are additional opportunities to align and  
analyze key services, and improve processes, awareness and community 
engagement to enable the City to achieve the “one-stop shop” goal  
for the DON.

Scenario 1: Engage the community
The team found that some of the challenges presently facing the DON  
are related to communication — internally, with partners and with the 
community, as evidenced by the incomplete integration of Houston’s  
311 system.

Highlights: 

• The 311 capabilities are a key enabler of the 
Department of Neighborhood’s mission.

• Improve collaboration with residents, partners 
and City staff.

• Adopting a common case-management 
system can streamline and replace 
departmental systems.

• By applying analytics to existing GIS data,  
the Department of Neighborhoods can  
better identify areas of success and needs.
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Scenario 2: Improve processes
The team found there are systems siloed within departments 
that are not being fully leveraged and that do not incorporate 
recent improvements in technology, which could better 
coordinate work across departments.

Scenario 3: Develop an analytics culture
The extensive GIS solution that the City is building contributes 
only to a portion of the City’s vision of leveraging socio-
demographic data to better guide programs and resource 
allocation. They can answer the “where” question, but not 
“why,” “why not” or “when”.

Scenario 4: Increase awareness
There is a lack of awareness about the mission, roles and 
responsibility of the DON within and outside of City government. 
The Super Neighborhood Council members described an 
unpredictable, one-way flow of information with the DON, 
without the City closing the loop on citizen requests. 

Summary of recommendations
The City of Houston should consider these  
core recommendations:

Alignment
• Align the 311 organization to more efficiently and effectively 

meet the needs of residents.

This would accelerate achieving the “one-stop shop” for 
residents while consolidating responsibilities for resident- 
issue resolution into the DON. The City could anticipate 
improved staff productivity, better response times and  
the potential to expand service offerings and drive more  
quality control. 

Increase awareness and branding
• Launch an initiative to foster consistent, ongoing and better 

collaboration with the partners and Super Neighborhoods.
• Launch a communication initiative to increase awareness  

of the DON.
• Provide social collaboration environments for the  

Super Neighborhood and City departments to increase 
collaboration and communication flow.

These would proactively position the DON as the focal  
point for resident-issue resolution, drive awareness and  
exploit social collaboration opportunities. 
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Streamline and improve processes
• Establish a multi-channel, personalized “My Houston”  

portal to integrate information, services and maps with  
the goal of increasing efficiency, effectiveness and  
resident engagement.

• Adopt an interdepartmental case-management system to 
improve implementation, management and monitoring  
of processes and content (including multimedia content), 
potentially replacing legacy departmental solutions.

Adding self-help capabilities will reduce the time spent by 
City staff researching information and resolving issues.

Expand analytics beyond GIS mapping
• Employ analytics in core processes to help the City implement 

data-driven decision making. This would include defining 
key metrics related to the operation of the DON, defining 
what data can be shared with whom and implementing  
a data warehouse to enable the analytics.

Ideally extending to additional City departments, analytics 
will enable the City to complete more work with less time and 
resources, improve understanding and prediction of resident 
needs, and provide critical performance data.

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

Conclusion
The City of Houston is fully capable of achieving  
the Mayor’s vision for the DON by addressing these 
fundamental issues. In doing so, the City will be  
uniquely positioned to provide services, information,  
data and, most importantly, resolution to residents  
while improving internal collaboration and processes 
within City departments. 


