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executive summary

The City of Somerville’s SomerStat program is designed to help the government better serve the residents of the City of Somerville and its local businesses.  The City’s revenue constraints and comparatively economically disadvantaged population create a need for Somerville to provide more and better services with fewer resources than the majority of cities in Massachusetts.  These conditions necessitate skilled management to drive efficient service provision.  The SomerStat program is noteworthy for having low start-up costs and producing significant savings that more than cover its own expenses.  

Since 2004, SomerStat has used real-time data analysis in monthly department meetings to cut costs and bring about many improvements in services and City policy.  More recently, SomerStat has adopted several innovations to extend the model of creative data-driven problem solving to include more input from residents – through a 311 call center, regular ResiStat community meetings, and an online community forum known as the SomerBlog.  These data-driven management strategies have proven effective in increasing Somerville’s fiscal strength, improving service delivery, and enhancing government transparency.

In 2010, SomerStat launched a “next generation” stat model, including a new meeting format focused on collaborative problem solving between key decision makers and line-level staff.  This model empowers staff at all levels to use data to manage operations more effectively and to strive to identify system improvements that lead to cost savings and enhance the quality of city services.  Additionally, SomerStat is developing a performance measurement methodology using quantifiable performance indicators, to better measure the effectiveness of City-wide operations and services over time.  As a component of using performance indicators, it is working to create a regional Common Measures Project, which will use shared performance indicators across a number of cities and towns to identify and adopt the most efficient and effective strategies.
Taken together, these programs lead to cost-saving strategies, many of which are ongoing. This year, for example, SomerStat is spearheading an effort to purchase the City’s streetlights from NSTAR, which could result in annual cost savings of more than $300,000. The combination of data skills with leadership training, financial literacy, and in-depth policy knowledge, make SomerStat an invaluable ally in the City’s efforts to close its budget gaps and become financially sustainable.   
Problem addressed  

Both Somerville’s City government and the population it serves are under-resourced in comparison to peers in neighboring municipalities. The resulting constraints have made it particularly important for SomerStat to help the city achieve more with less.  The City of Somerville has the second lowest spending per capita amongst medium and large cities statewide.  The City’s slightly larger neighbor Cambridge adopted an FY11 budget of $460 million, while Somerville adopted a budget of $179 million, less than half that of Cambridge. 
Insufficient tax revenue from businesses causes Somerville to rely heavily on state aid.  In FY11, Cambridge earned more than 30 percent of its total revenue from businesses, whereas only 13 percent of Somerville’s total revenue came from this source.  
While limited revenue and recent cuts in state aid have been exceptionally challenging for the City, it must also strive to provide the best possible services to vulnerable populations.  Somerville residents, like the City that serves them, are poorer and more diverse than average.  In the City's schools, 68 percent of students come from low-income families and 51 percent are non-native English speakers, compared to figures of 33 percent and 16 percent statewide. Having fewer resources to serve a population with greater needs creates an urgency to deliver services efficiently. 
The SomerStat program has the ability to face these challenges given its proven success in using data analysis to solve complex problems.  Administrative data can be used to provide insight into any organization's operations. Increasing automation of transactions in all sectors provides an excellent opportunity to make use of data to improve services and management. However, relatively few businesses, non-profits, or governmental entities fully utilize the data available to them to make decisions. By consolidating data into a central data warehouse, developing systems to collect additional data, and analyzing and discussing data continuously with all stakeholders, Somerville’s SomerStat program is pioneering use of real-time data for decision-making to an unprecedented extent.
Effective solutions and changes in practice
Somerville has borrowed from the best innovators in municipal and private sector management to implement a ground-breaking model of City management using real-time data analysis for policy and operational decisions. 
SOMERSTAT: SomerStat is designed to help the government better serve the residents of the City of Somerville and its local businesses, and create long-term financial stability for the City.  SomerStat monitors development projects through data-driven and constituent-informed processes in an attempt to increase its commercial tax base and improve our financial strength in the long run. SomerStat’s focus on using and sharing data for problem solving allows us to achieve more with less. Through the City’s 311 notification system, community meetings, the use of online technology, the City engages residents in planning more effectively than other communities.  This model directly includes residents in decisions on service delivery and policy.  The Stat model is a management tool that uses data to improve service delivery and inform all decision-making.  Stat program staff assist departments in assessing the success of their operations, identifying opportunities for improvement, and overcoming obstacles faced with implementation of reform plans.  In order to provide for the transparency of system functioning, Stat program staff facilitate meetings amongst decision-makers and department heads to share information and inform all decision-making.  
CENTRALIZED DATA: The notable feature of centralizing all operational data was an innovation developed by the SomerStat program. This approach integrates over 60 data sources, including enterprise-wide systems, stand-alone tracking systems, and mainframe legacy systems. SomerStat staff use these data sources to prepare “dashboards,” as has been the cornerstone of Baltimore’s CitiStat meetings, plus the staff also carries out in-depth data analysis to investigate specific operational and policy issues.  Furthermore, because of Somerville’s small size, SomerStat can easily link data across departments to develop a more complete picture of any issue at hand. 
PROGRAM-BASED BUDGET:  Somerville is in its fifth year of managing the City budget on an activity basis.  Budgeted and actual city spending is allocated to functional areas of departments and then to performance metrics of those functional areas. A program-based budget allows the City to look at the net cost implication of all decisions and to easily share this analysis with the public.  Concerns raised in ResiStat meetings also play a role in shaping the City’s annual program-based budget. 
Program start-up costs

Minimal costs were associated with launching the SomerStat program.  The City initially brought on two full-time staff, the SomerStat Director and a SomerStat Analyst.  Additionally, computer equipment, office space, and basic software were provided for these two staff members.  A Rappaport Fellow prepared many of the logistics of starting the program, including compiling best practices, developing a first year budget, and writing job descriptions, at no cost to the City.  The total first year budget for the SomerStat program was approximately $120,000.

program funding 

SomerStat is funded out of the general budget of the City of Somerville.  As the program’s scope has grown, so has its staff, and consequently its budget, which is now approximately $260,000.  SomerStat pays for itself in its cost savings to the City.  Specific instances in which the program produced substantial cost savings are described in more detail in the program outcomes below.  

Positive program outcomes

Using real-time data so rigorously to make decisions and rationalize operations has allowed the city to improve operational efficiency. Most notably, there has been marked improvement in the City’s short- and long-term financial health and improvement to the delivery of city services, despite severe financial constraints. This achievement is particularly important because the models we test here could provide a model for other Commonwealth municipalities, as well as other levels of government, most of which are financially constrained. Somerville is a particularly good example because it is among the poorest communities in the Commonwealth, with the second lowest total budgeted receipts per capita of all MA municipalities with populations of 40,000 or higher in FY11.  SomerStat’s impact on operational efficiency is demonstrated by remarkable improvements in the City’s financial health and in resident satisfaction with service delivery.

FINANCIAL HEALTH: SomerStat works with 17 departments that account for more than 95 percent of the City's operational budget. In large part attributable to SomerStat's careful monitoring of spending and revenue, departments have turned back budget surpluses in the past two years. SomerStat has produced several significant cost-saving measures, including completing a $35 million dollar school building project at almost $1 million under budget and on time for school opening in September 2007. SomerStat analysts also discovered that the escalating fine structure for non-criminal ordinance violations was not being followed and lobbied for a computer system fix that allowed for past offenses to be looked up more easily.  This fix generated an additional $236,900 in fines for trash violations.

Additionally, SomerStat analysts came up with the idea for Traffic & Parking to send its “boot list” to be uploaded into the Police department’s License Plate Reader (LPR) system each week, leading to an improved collection of outstanding tickets, generating $38,250 in parking ticket revenue.  SomerStat has also spearheaded an effort to more closely monitor benefit day usage, which lead to an overall reduction of sick day usage in 2008 amounting to a productivity savings of roughly $25,000. Regular study of the City's trash volume and pick-up costs in SomerStat meetings prompted review of a contract for a waste transfer station. As a result, the City renegotiated the transfer station contract, which saved the City $7.7 million over seven-years.
SomerStat analysts constantly strive to do more with less. Hiring an outside firm to audit all streetlights prior to purchasing them from NSTAR was projected to cost $32,000. This would be covered by the expected savings, which are projected to run more than $300,000 per year, but staff from SomerStat soon realized that it could do much of the work in house, thereby saving tens of thousands of dollars. In another example, one senior analyst found a way to perform a resident survey using the City’s existing 311 phone infrastructure, thereby saving approximately $15,000. The program is known for promoting these kinds of cost-saving measures around the various departments it “stats.”
In the area of long-term financial health, SomerStat has helped to monitor and make transparent major development projects that will enlarge the City’s tax base, including the construction of an Ikea and a large waterfront redevelopment project. SomerStat’s role includes tracking of state investment and transit milestones in Somerville. Because of these positive development advancements, in FY11 Somerville’s Moody Score was Aa3 and it maintained a AAA/A+ Standard and Poor credit rating.
SUCCESSFUL SERVICE DELIVERY: In a 2006 resident survey, 68 percent of residents reported that the city is moving in the right direction. When the survey was replicated in 2008, this number jumped to 78 percent. Residents also reported high levels of satisfaction with city service delivery, including with the City’s parks and open space, recreational opportunities, garbage, street cleaning, and street and park maintenance, all of which increased between 2006 and 2008.  Additionally, in 2006, 33 percent of residents rates City government as better than average, and this increased 13 percentage points to 46 percent in 2008.  Another survey, conducted online by a Harvard Kennedy School student in early 2010, 90 percent of respondents were satisfied or very satisfied with Somerville as a place to live and 86 percent of residents  felt the same way about their neighborhood, while 63 percent thought city services were better than average.  These reports came back despite the fact that Somerville operates on a shoestring budget compared to neighboring cities.  Furthermore, 85 percent of respondents reported that they felt more engaged with the city because of the ResiStat program.  
GOVERNMENT TRANSPARENCY:  Thanks in part to SomerStat’s efforts, the City of Somerville has also received awards for government transparency for making substantial operational and procedural information available to the public online.  Somerville received Common Cause’s e-Government award in 2008 and 2009.  More recently, in 2010 it was award the e-Government award with distinction, which is awarded to a much smaller number of municipalities.  This transparency is apparent when examining the SomerBlog online forum, where over 200 question and comments submitted online by residents or raised at community meetings have been fielded since the August 2009.
Program potential for Massachusetts

SomerStat has also worked to create StatNet, a network of approximately 16 municipal governments that regularly meet and collaborate to solve common problems, e.g., recent budget crises due to cuts in State Aid. All municipalities, including those just starting to think about how to implement performance management systems, can share ideas on how to look at data and work with department heads. Comparisons between cities can challenge insider’s thinking on what is acceptable performance and what is business as usual. 

Consequently, the formation of the StatNet forum has helped models of data-driven decision making spread throughout the region, making this area a national leader in municipal government efficiency.  With a large number of cities in the region gathering regularly to talk about management decisions, cities including Somerville are able to determine what problems require a bigger solution.  Cities and towns can also use combined data to lobby for more coherent regional or state solutions.
At the state level, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts also struggles with fiscal constraints and inefficiencies inherent to a complex bureaucracy.  Other states have adapted and successfully implemented stat programs to contain costs and streamline operations. When Martin O’Mally went from being Mayor of Baltimore to Governor of Maryland he took with him the principals he had successfully used to improve management through CitiStat to develop StateStat.  Implementing a data-driven management system in Maryland successfully broke down barriers between fragmented agencies and began to hold them accountable for meeting measurable goals. For example, StateStat found that almost every state agency needed to play some role in cleaning Chesapeake Bay, and coordination was key to a successful strategy.  They identified 27 core actions necessary for bay cleanup and mapped out a plan. 

Similarly, Washington State’s GMAP (Government Management Accountability & Performance) was inspired by CitiStat.  Rather than being organized around departments, GMAP is focused on issue areas, for example “vulnerable families and children.”  This model encourages inter-agency collaboration and creative, collaborative problem solving.  Since it’s adoption, Washington has seen significant improvement in performance including some of the lowest error rates on tax returns and food stamp applications in the country, faster responsiveness to child abuse, reduced employee injury rates, and improved customer service from state agencies.  These examples demonstrate that Massachusetts could use the principals of the stat model to improve services and operations at the state level.

Future goals 
NEW SOMERSTAT MODEL: is currently developing a performance measurement methodology that includes using a subset of quantifiable performance indicators, gathering baseline and post baseline data on those indicators and scoring them overtime to measure the effectiveness of City-wide operations and services.  This methodology will look at indicator specific performance, an aggregate of all indicators within a department, as well as an aggregate of all indicators city-wide.  The goal of this methodology is to identify performance improvement areas as well as use these scores to help determine resource allocation decisions.
Through StatNet, SomerStat is also actively working to create a regional partnership with cities and towns interested in participating in a Common Measures Project.  The goal of the project would be to use a common set of indicators, compare performance and identify, and potentially adopt, the most effective and efficient strategies in place.
By exporting the cost-saving strategies it has learned, SomerStat can potentially save millions for cities and towns around Massachusetts. Ultimately, the Stat model will prove to be a boon for municipalities across the country – even, and perhaps especially, in these times where “budget busting” is the name of the game.     
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