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Highlights 
 
Why UNCC Did This Study 
Until recently, Stanly County 
residents and businesses would 
have to approach a variety of 
departments separately in order to 
apply for and receive the necessary 
permits for building projects. In 
July 2006, the county merged 
elements of the Inspections, 
Planning and Zoning, and 
Environmental Health departments 
to create the Office of Central 
Permitting. The county hoped that 
this merge would improve 
customer service.  As part of the 
reorganization, in 2008, Stanly 
County automated the permitting 
process with BluePrince® Software. 
The assessment reported below was 
conducted under the auspices of 
Mr. Andy Lucas, Stanly County 
Manager. The goal of the 
assessment was to evaluate and 
examine Stanly County's one-stop 
permit process for new and 
expanding small and medium-sized 
businesses in the areas of 1) 
customer service, 2) efficient and 
effective use of personnel and 
resources, 3) effective  use of 
information technology, and 4) 
best-practices. In order to meet 
these goals, the UNCC team 
focused on the following 
objectives: 
• Assess the current permitting 

process, identifying gaps and 
alignment between it, 
comparable counties, and best 
practice one-stop permitting 
models 

• Assess BluePrince®’s 
alignment with the permitting 
process 

• Assess the new and expanding 
small business owner's 
customer experience with 
Stanly County's one-stop 
permit shop 

 
STANLY COUNTY, NC PERMIT PROCESS REVIEW 
 
A Review of Stanly County’s Permitting Process for New and 
Expanding Small and Medium-Sized Businesses and Its Alignment 
with Best Practice Models 
 
What UNCC Found 
The methodology for assessing the Stanly county permitting process 
included email, telephone, and in-person interviews, Web site reviews, 
and literature reviews.  Departmental interviews with the Central 
Permitting supervisor were conducted. Email surveys were employed for 
the department directors of Inspections, Environmental Health, and 
Planning and Zoning. The team telephonically surveyed stakeholders 
identified by the county manager and fellow stakeholders. Additionally, 
surveys were emailed to comparable North Carolina one-stop permit 
shops. These counties included Catawba, Chatham, Harnett, Lee, 
Lincoln, and Mecklenburg. Finally, the team reviewed previous research 
on one-stop permitting throughout the United States. 
 
The UNCC team examined the results of the various sources reviewed in 
this study and analyzed them in coordination with the objectives given.  
In sum, the team found that Stanly County’s one-stop permitting process 
aligns with many best practice permitting models.  A common theme 
throughout the responses was that the consolidation into a one-stop shop 
and the implementation of BluePrince® has improved the customer’s 
experience.  Areas of improvement suggested by stakeholders and 
department directors included additional BluePrince® training, 
establishing a single point of contact for each customer, and increased 
communication with the customer in all phases of the permitting process.  
These suggestions align with the best practices found in comparable 
North Carolina counties and best practice models in the literature. 
 
What UNCC Recommends 
In summary, UNCC found many of Stanly County’s practices to be 
comparable to the benchmark counties in this study.  However, the 
following areas of improvement are offered:  
 
1) Appoint a dedicated IT staff member to serve as the BluePrince® 

expert 
2) Offer additional BluePrince® training for staff 
3) Assign each customer a case manager from Central Permitting 
4) Better educate customers through pre-planning meetings or classes, 

additional Web site information, and Central Permitting pamphlets 
5) Implement an updated and continuous customer satisfaction survey 

program 
6) Address the delay in the BluePrince® Environmental Health 

implementation 
7) Utilize the BluePrince® Internet-based modules 
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Background 
Up until July 2006, Stanly County citizens and businesses would 
have to approach a variety of departments separately in order to 
apply for and receive the necessary permits for new and expanding 
building projects. In July 2006, the county merged elements of the 
Inspections, Planning and Zoning, and Environmental Health 
departments to create the Office of Central Permitting. The County 
hoped that the creation of Central Permitting as a one-stop shop for 
permitting would improve the customer’s experience. Central 
Permitting was staffed with three clerks, each originally from the 
individual departments. Each clerk was cross-trained for 
approximately six weeks on the processes of all three departments. 
 
In 2008, Stanly County contracted with BluePrince® to provide a 
software package to streamline the permitting business process. As 
of the presentation of this report, the Environmental Health module 
has not been completed. BluePrince® has not advised the county of 
an expected completion date. 
 
The above process changes and software integration prompted the 
Stanly County Manager, Andy Lucas, to approach the Masters of 
Public Administration (MPA) program at UNC Charlotte in early 
January 2009. The goal of this assessment was to evaluate and 
examine Stanly County's one-stop permit process for new and 
expanding small and medium-sized businesses in the areas of 1) 
customer service, 2) efficient and effective use of personnel and 
resources, 3) effective  use of information technology, and 4) best-
practices. In order to meet these goals, the UNCC team focused on 
the following objectives: 
 

• Assess the current permitting process, identifying gaps 
and alignment between it, comparable counties, and 
best practice one-stop permitting models 

• Assess BluePrince®’s alignment with the permitting 
process 

• Assess the new and expanding small business owner's 
customer experience with Stanly County's one-stop 
permit shop 
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Methodology 
The methodology for assessing the Stanly county permitting 
process included email, telephone, and in-person interviews, Web 
site reviews, and literature reviews. 
 
Departmental interviews with the Central Permitting supervisor 
were conducted. Email surveys were employed for the department 
directors of Inspections, Environmental Health, and Planning and 
Zoning. The team telephonically surveyed stakeholders identified 
by the county manager and fellow stakeholders. Additionally, 
surveys were emailed to comparable North Carolina one-stop 
permit departments. These counties included Catawba, Chatham, 
Harnett, Lee, Lincoln, and Mecklenburg. Finally, the team 
reviewed previous research on one-stop permitting throughout the 
United States. Table 1 outlines which methods provided insight to 
the corresponding team objectives for the study.

  
Table 1. Study Objectives Addressed by Specific Study Methods 

 Study Methods 

Study Objectives 
Central 

Permitting 
Interview 

County 
Survey 

Web 
Site 

Review 

Department 
Director 
Survey 

Literature 
Review 

Stakeholder 
Interview 

Assess the current 
permitting process, 
identifying gaps and 
alignment between this 
process, comparable 
counties, and best practice 
one-stop permitting models 
 

X X X X X X 

Assess BluePrince®'s 
alignment with the 
permitting process 
 

X     X     

Assess the new and 
expanding small business 
customer experience with 
Stanly County's one-stop 
permit shop 

      X   X 
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Findings 
 

  

Central Permitting 
Supervisor 

Interview 

The team met with Carol Almond, Stanly County’s Central 
Permitting Supervisor at the Central Permitting office in 
Albemarle, North Carolina. Ms. Almond provided 1) background 
on the Central Permitting office and the BluePrince® 
implementation, 2) a review of the permitting process for new and 
expanding small businesses in Stanly County, 3) evaluation of the 
strengths and weaknesses, and 4) customer satisfaction rates. 
  
Ms. Almond provided the history of the Office of Central 
Permitting.  It was created in July 2006 after merging elements 
from each department involved in the permitting process: 
Inspections, Environmental Health, and Planning and Zoning.  
Administrative support from each department joined the Office of 
Central Permitting with the exception of the Inspections 
administrator who remains with the Inspections Department. The 
clerks in the Office of Central Permitting were cross-trained for six 
weeks in order to become more knowledgeable on the other 
department processes. In July 2007, the Central Permitting 
supervisor position was created and the Office of Central 
Permitting became its own department with its own budget. The 
department reports directly to the county manager. 
  
Combining the input from Ms. Almond, process maps created 
during the design of Stanly County’s BluePrince® software, and 
feedback from department director surveys, the team created a 
complete current permitting process map for new and expanding 
businesses (see Appendix IV). Ms. Almond’s responses to 
questions posed, similar to those in the department director 
surveys, are included in the next section.

Department 
Director Surveys 

The team also surveyed the three department directors of those 
departments involved in the permitting process: Inspections, 
Environmental Health, and Planning and Zoning.  These directors 
were contacted via email and answered questions posed to them.  
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  See Appendix I for the survey items.  Their responses, including 
Ms. Almond’s, Stanly County’s Central Permitting Supervisor, 
appear below in three categories: Stanly County’s Permitting 
Process, BluePrince® Implementation, and Customer Satisfaction. 
 
Stanly County’s Permitting Process 
 
What the department directors said: 
 

• The permitting process requires more than one stop in some 
cases 

• Central Permitting staff are not trained to answer technical 
questions (particularly Environmental Health regulations 
and applicable state laws) 

• BluePrince® has improved the permitting process and made 
data collection more uniform 

• Data collection via BluePrince® can sometimes limit the 
permitting staff’s ability to comprehend the full scope of a 
particular project and collect all required information 

 
Despite the use of the phrase one-stop permitting, the process 
requires more than one stop is some cases.  In particular, additional 
stops are often required if the project involves Environmental 
Health plan reviews or if land use and zoning reviews are required. 
Projects involving food, wells, or on-site waste water treatment 
require Environmental Health plan reviews which may require 
additional visits.   
 
Central Permitting clerks are not trained to address technical 
questions regarding the permit process.  When clerks do not know 
the answer to a question, they must refer the client to the particular  
deparment which can reduce the continuity of the customer 
experience. 
 
Overall, BluePrince® has improved the permitting process and 
made data collection more uniform.  BluePrince® provides a 
consistent method for data collection and allows data sharing 
which was difficult under the former spreadsheet system.  While 
BluePrince® makes the data collection process more uniform, it  
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also can limit the permitting staff’s ability to comprehend the full 
scope of a particular project.  For instance, if the BluePrince® 

forms do not ask for certain pieces of information, the clerks will 
likely not collect that data. This results in the process being 
software driven rather than project driven and important 
information may not be collected.  
  
BluePrince® Implementation 
 
What the department directors said: 
 

• Permitting staff are using BluePrince® (with the exception 
of Environmental Health) for all permitting requests 

• There is a lack of understanding and use of the full 
capabilities of the BluePrince® software 

• There is a need to provide additional BluePrince® training 
to: 

o Help eliminate frustrations using the software 
o Increase staff confidence and make BluePrince® 

more user friendly 
o Ensure all features are being used to maximize their 

return on investment 
• Repeat customers were impressed by smooth transition to 

BluePrince® 
 

Despite some initial installation issues, BluePrince® has improved 
the overall permitting process. The Environmental Health module 
has yet to be installed, but future integration is planned. Since staff 
can now view the progress of inspections and other information in 
one system, the customer experience has improved because staff 
has more information to give to customers on the status of their 
project. 
  
Surveys indicated that all staff except Environmental Health are 
using BluePrince® for all new projects.  Projects initiated before 
the implementation of BluePrince® are still tracked via the former 
spreadsheet system.  Data migration from the old system was not 
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available with the new software.  Upon completion of all older 
projects, BluePrince® will become the sole software in use for the 
permitting process.  This is expected within the next two years. 
 
The department directors advised that some features, such as an 
internal messaging feature, are not being used.  Use of all features 
would help increase the return on investment with the product.  
According to the directors, the zoning process using BluePrince® is 
slower than the previous method.  It reduces customer satisfaction 
due to increased wait times for processing. 
 
  
Customer Satisfaction 
 
Department directors indicated that:  

• The customer experience lacks continuity 
• Most complaints pertain to compliance with state 

regulations 
• Miscommunication of the term “one-stop shop” can be 

misleading to customers 
  
Department directors advised that the amount of customer 
interaction depends on the department. For instance, the Planning 
and Zoning department typically has no customer interaction while 
Environmental Health and Inspections have substantial contact 
with the customer.  The Inspections Department stated that 
customer satisfaction is at a "good" level and that most complaints 
pertain to code enforcements as outlined by General Statues. 
Environmental Health interacts with the customer mostly during 
the planning review process.   
 
One of the problems expressed is that the Stanly County permitting 
process lacks continuity and customers feel like they are being 
shuffled around various departments.  This is usually due to the 
permitting clerks inability to address technical questions and the 
need to refer customers to the appropriate department. 
 
To alleviate these concerns, the department director surveys 
indicated that customers are looking for a single point of contact  
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within the Central Permitting Department. This point of contact 
would guide the customer through the entire process and would be 
cross-trained among the various departments to be more 
knowledgeable across the board. Department directors believe that 
cross-training would better equip the Central Permitting clerks to 
answer cross-departmental questions, bringing more continuity to 
the process. Instead of shuffling a client among various 
departments, the assigned staff person would serve as the 
“bureaucratic navigator” and guide them through the process. If 
there are questions to which the staff person does not have the 
answer, they would research them and find the answer, rather than 
the current process of sending them to the specific department and 
forcing clients to navigate the bureaucracy individually. 
Additionally, the staff member assigned to each case should 
provide each client with a timeline of the process, timely updates 
on the status of their applications, and provide direct contact 
information including phone and email. 
 
The phrase “one-stop shop” can be misleading to some customers 
and result in the assumption that only one visit will be required.  
The phrase actually pertains to a centralized location.  Department 
directors noted that often times, there are code compliance issues 
that must be met before permits can be issued. These delays would 
likely result in one or more stops at the Office of Central 
Permitting

Stakeholder 
Surveys 

Stakeholders were interviewed to gauge their experience with the 
Stanly County permitting office. Those interviewed include two 
private developers, a builder, the president of the Chamber of 
Commerce, and the director of the Albemarle Downtown 
Development Corp. The developers and the builder do direct  
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business with the Stanly County permitting office on a regular 
basis. The president of the Chamber of Commerce’s experience is 
through interaction with those who have done business with the 
county. The director of the Albemarle Downtown Development 
Corp assists businesses locating in the area, and therefore interacts 
both directly and indirectly with the Stanly County permitting 
office. All respondents were interviewed via telephone using the 
same survey instrument (see Appendix I). 

 
What stakeholders said: 

• Information requests are redundant 
• Customers feel that there is a lack of 

communication between departments 
• Customers feel that there is a lack of 

communication between the customers and the staff 
• Customers like having one location in which to 

complete permit process 
• Customers feel that Stanly County is better than 

other locations with which they have had 
experience 

 
The most common complaints amongst the stakeholders were 
those related to the processes involved in applying for and 
obtaining a permit. Respondents felt that there was a redundancy in 
information requests and a lack of communication between staff 
members, which makes obtaining information difficult. 
 
The most common suggested improvements for Stanly County’s 
Office of Central Permitting were more effective communication 
between staff members and improved training for those in central 
permitting. 
 
Of the stakeholders interviewed, only two respondents have had 
permitting experience outside of Stanly County.  Stakeholders 
claimed that the Stanly County permitting process was easier than 
most counties.  
 
Regarding the one-stop permitting shop, stakeholders unanimously 
agreed that one location for permitting has enhanced 
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  customer service. Suggested improvements included continuing 
education for the inspectors as well as customer service training for 
all staff. Another suggestion was to establish a meeting room 
where customers could interact with staff to address violations. 

County Surveys Six North Carolina counties were surveyed to determine their 
processes, forms, software, and benchmarks related to permitting 
and inspections. These counties utilize the one-stop permitting 
process and were chosen by Mr. Lucas as comparable counties to 
Stanly County. Those surveyed were Catawba County, Chatham 
County, Harnett County, Lee County, Lincoln County, and 
Mecklenburg County.   See Appendix I for the questions sent to 
county representatives.   

 
What the counties taught us: 

• All counties have customer service standards 
• Web sites are a major source of information for 

customers 
• Information technology is a critical component of 

the permitting process 
 
All counties surveyed have customer service standards that must 
be followed. Most of these standards require customer service 
training on a regular basis as well as defined maximum waiting 
times until deliverables are issued. For example, Chatham County 
seeks to conduct inspections within 48 hours after the inspection is 
requested. They also complete residential plan reviews within 
seven working days and commercial plan reviews within 14 
working days. 
 
Counties rely on their Web sites to provide resources for new and 
expanding businesses, including downloadable forms, directions 
for obtaining permits, frequently asked questions, and staff 
contacts. This information is also available in hard copy at the 
central permitting office. 
 
Appendix VI contains county provided process maps, 
organizational charts, customer service benchmarks, and a sample  
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how-to document for obtaining a building permit for commercial 
jobs. See Table 2 for information on the software systems used, as 
well as customer survey information. 
 
Table 2. County Survey Results   

  Software 

Customer 
Satisfaction 

Surveys 

Catawba 
County 

Tidemark Permitting 
System by Aceela No 

Chatham 
County CityView 

 
Yes - Results  = 49; 

13 - Excellent, 
18 - Good, 

7 - Fair, 
11 - Poor 

Harnett 
County HTE by Sungard No 

Lee County EverGov Solutions No 

Lincoln 
County AS 400 

No (they have some, 
but they are rarely 

filled out) 

Mecklenburg 
County 

Posse 6.1.11; Internal 
system - Land 
Development 

Survey responses on 
Web site 
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County Web Site 
Review 

The Web sites for those counties surveyed (Catawba County, 
Chatham County, Harnett County, Lee County, Lincoln County, 
and Mecklenburg County) were reviewed for clarity, content, and 
ease of use in finding information about permitting processes in 
each county. 
 
What we learned about other counties’ Web sites: 

• Web sites are modern and simple. 
• Contact information is on main page. 
• User-friendly instructions for obtaining permits are 

easily accessible. 
• Users have the option to download and submit 

forms online and access permit status. 
 

A majority of the Web sites were modern and simple, which aided 
in navigation and efficiency while looking for information. Some 
features that make navigation easier include contact information on 
the main page, department links on the main page, and a direct link 
to the inspections and permitting department from the home page 
of the county Web site. 
 
Once on the pages dedicated to permitting and inspections, all had 
easy to find, user-friendly instructions for obtaining permits, either 
via a link to a PDF or direct instructions on the Web site. All also 
had easy to find forms that could be submitted online. Several 
counties had user login capabilities, which allow customers to 
access their permits online, check their status, and schedule 
inspections.  
 
The same analysis was conducted for Stanly County. The Web site 
appeared dated but well organized. Department information is 
easily accessed from the main page, as is contact information and 
frequently asked questions. Required information for each type of 
permit is included along with a series of statements regarding the 
process. There is also a Frequently Asked Questions section and 
downloadable forms are available to print and mail in or hand 
deliver.  However, these forms cannot be submitted online, nor can 
users access their permit information online. There are no easy to 
access, user-friendly instructions for obtaining a permit, and there 
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is no fee schedule online. Table 3 compares characteristics of all 
seven counties’ Web sites.

 

Table 3. County Web site analysis  

 North Carolina County  

 Web Site 
Characteristic Chatham  

Lee 
(Sanford) Mecklenburg Catawba Lincoln Harnett Stanly 

Modern X X X X X X   

Simple X     X X X X 

Straightforward links 
on homepage X X X X X X X 

Contact information 
easily accessible X X X X X X X 

User friendly 
instructions for 
obtaining permits 

X X X X X X   

Fee schedule X X   X       

FAQ section X  X   X X X X 

Ability to access 
permits online   X  X X   X   

Forms available 
online   X X X   X X 

Form submission 
online   X X X   X   

 

Best Practices 
Literature Review 

When beginning the research on the permitting and development 
review processes, the UNCC team consulted the UNC School of 
Government’s Report on Development Review in North Carolina 
(2008). This document examined the permitting and review 
processes across the state of North Carolina, looking at both 
common best practice characteristics and common areas needing  
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improvement. Beyond simply surveying and interviewing offices 
from around the state, this benchmarking project found and 
identified models of development review and permitting that could 
provide unique and cost-effective solutions from outside of North 
Carolina. 
  
Borrowing from documentation and site visitations of Henderson, 
Nevada; San Diego, California; and Tallahassee, Florida, the 
authors of this document isolated five common characteristics 
among leaders in development review and permitting: 
 

• A commitment to delivering services at a level and 
cost that match the scale of development in their 
community 

• Customer-focused services 
• Transparency 
• Reliance on high-functioning technology 
• Extraordinary relationship with Information 

Technology support personnel 
 

Many of the ideas and strategies presented in the UNC School of 
Government report are also supported by a wide array of national 
research in academic and practitioner research journals. 
 
Best Practice: A commitment to delivering services at a level and 
cost that match the scale of development in their community 
  
The report examines the administrative functions most apparent in 
leading jurisdictions of the development review and permitting 
process.  Those who run the most ideal organizations are those that 
are able to organize and adjust their operations to meet the 
demands of their communities. The report stressed that efficient 
operations that meet the development demands of their 
communities means more than just expansion of operations in 
boom times, but also means making adjustments when demand is 
low. (UNC School of Government, 2008) 
  
This type of strict awareness of the needs of the department 
provides the government agents with better operating conditions 
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and users of the system with an easier and more proactive partner 
for their development needs. Since timing and approval are crucial 
in the expensive development of a project, the scale of a 
department’s operations can help dictate things such as: time to 
complete reviews, submission protocols for documentation and 
forms, waiting times for approvals, and adequate and timely 
feedback of issues and concerns. Thus, developers and their agents 
need to be able to count on the timetables they are given. (UNC 
School of Government, 2008) 
 
Further research provides additional insight into successful 
permitting and development review processes. The two guiding 
principles demonstrated throughout the research are the need for 
strong leadership to not only oversee and guide the transformation, 
but also staff inside the department to have the authority to monitor 
and track the process. The reform initiative should be managed like 
any other administrative project, so it will fit within the overall 
structure of government and lend familiarity to its design and 
expectations. (Newfarmer et al, 2003) 
  
Beyond the government influence, Newfarmer et. al (2003) found 
that it is important to incorporate user knowledge of the process. 
The number one element affecting community involvement is the 
ease of access to the applicable customers. Those businesses that 
have the most trouble accessing the permitting process are often 
the key expanding and new businesses that the administration most 
wants to avoid passing around in an inefficient system. It is 
imperative to minimize bureaucratic obstacles and restructure the 
permit process into a cost-effective, time saving, and customer 
focused process (Wettenhall et al, 1997). Without such innovative 
measures, many processes can leave many with the unintended 
perception that a jurisdiction is unfriendly to business (Shah, 
2001). 
  
Best practice: Customer-focused Services 
 
Throughout the UNC School of Government’s report (2008), those 
cities that incorporated best practices into their organizations (1) 
stress the importance of customer-focused services, (2) have  
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carefully identified their customer base, and (3) have attempted to 
honestly assess the strengths and weaknesses in their approach to 
serving their customers. Reforming development services should 
always see an equal improvement in the services rendered to the 
public. 
  
Scholars emphasize an enhanced role for the public in the process. 
The UNC School of Government (2008) report recommends 
educating the public in the permitting and development review 
processes. Published materials, instructional seminars, formal and 
informal meetings with developers, required pre-application 
meetings for projects, provision of reliable service timelines and 
even requiring developers to pass a class demonstrating that they 
know the ins and outs of the system are all examples of different 
ways best practice cities have tried to improve customers’ 
experiences (Bingham et al, 2005). 
 
Best practice: Transparency 
 
According to the report, best practice agencies make great effort to 
share information, explain their recommendations and decisions, 
and communicate clearly and fully with all parties—management, 
the council, the public, and applicants. They believe they have a 
professional obligation to keep the applicant and customers fully 
informed. These actions are aimed at recognizing that by keeping 
all affected customers informed, their service quality and 
efficiency are enhanced. (UNC School of Government, 2008) 
 
Without the connection to the department and knowledge of 
organizational practices, customers may lack the understanding to 
grasp that some projects require other jurisdictions approval prior 
to submittal to the local municipality. Complicated or redundant 
forms lead to lost authority and lost time. Being passed around 
from expert to expert leads to a lack of researching and applying 
codes pertinent to the project due to conflicting information and 
crossed communications. It is imperative to have a clear 
understanding of the codes and processes to avoid potentially 
numerous rounds of comments from multiple departments. 
(Eustoce, 2007) 
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Best practice: Reliance on high-functioning technology 
 
All of the cities studied in the UNC School of Government’s 
(2008) report strive to make the use of technology paramount in all 
of their processes. Some examples of the uses of technology 
included electronic submission of documents, up-to-the-minute 
status of applications, access to and sharing of reviewer comments, 
and departmental and employee performance measures. 
 
Best Practice: Extraordinary relationship with Information 
Technology support personnel 
 
As indicated by the UNC School of Government (2008), all best 
practice cities had outstanding working relationships with IT staff 
members. Whether permanently assigned to the development 
review operation or remaining in the IT department, the 
relationship of the IT specialists to the development review process 
was extraordinary. The IT personnel encountered on the site visits 
were committed to development review success—not simply to the 
successful installation of IT products in development review.  
  
One of the key problems in permitting departments can be linked 
to the failure of staff to be able to maximize technological 
capability, not only through process design, but from lack of 
assistance from technological support. The expedited access to 
training and assistance aids any best practice department in their 
overall mission, which in turn trickles down to the customer. 
Without this key support, as government processes and procedures 
change, employees will not receive the needed routine training 
through formal and informal means to remain up-to-date with the 
technology. (Fleming, 2008) 

 
Discussion  

The UNCC team examined the results of the various sources 
reviewed in this study and analyzed them in coordination with the 
objectives given. In sum, the team found that Stanly County’s one-
stop permitting process aligns with many best practice permitting 
models.  A common theme throughout the responses was that the 
consolidation into a one-stop shop and the implementation of 
BluePrince® have improved the customer’s experience.  Areas of  
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improvement suggested by stakeholders and department directors 
included additional BluePrince® training, establishing a single 
point of contact for each customer, and increased communication 
with the customer in all phases of the permitting process.  These 
suggestions align with the best practices found in comparable 
North Carolina counties and best practice models in the literature. 
 
Below the team presents specific conclusions for each objective 
studied. 
 
(1) Assess the current business process, identifying gaps and 
alignment between this process, comparable counties, and best 
practice one-stop permitting models 
  
The UNCC team found Stanly County’s permitting process for 
new and expanding small businesses to be comparable to 
benchmark North Carolina counties and best practice one-stop 
permitting models.  The implementation of BluePrince®, while still 
in the early stages, aligns with the use of technology in comparable 
jurisdictions. While Stanly County does not yet utilize the Internet-
based application review and status request process, the county’s 
plans to do so in the future are consistent with best practices.    
 
As noted in the forthcoming discussion regarding customer 
service, Stanly County’s move to a one-stop permitting department 
better aligns its process with best practices.  However, some 
customers expressed that communication with the Office of 
Central Permitting could be improved, as they often feel passed 
around amongst departments. This is usually due to permitting 
clerks being unable to answer technical questions and then 
referring the customer to the appropriate department. 
 
(2) Assess BluePrince®'s alignment with the business process 
  
BluePrince® is a community development database that tracks and 
organizes the permitting process for municipalities. Like most 
software, its purpose is to streamline and organize the data 
associated with the permitting process which enables live access to 
the status of each permit application as it is processed through the  
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required departments. Software like BluePrince® can improve the 
internal processes of each department, increase information 
sharing, and improve the customer experience. Customer 
satisfaction can be increased by providing updated status 
information on permit applications and increasing communication 
through modern technologies such as the internet and email. The 
ability to track a permit through the process should therefore 
increase efficiency and more importantly, improve the 
municipality’s reputation as being business friendly. This, in turn, 
can attract new jobs and industry and reduce client complaints. 
  
With the exception of the Environmental Health module which 
BluePrince® has failed to provide to Stanly County, the rest of the 
BluePrince® modules went live in Stanly County on October 20, 
2008. Surveys distributed to the department directors involved in 
the permitting process indicate that the initial installation and 
learning curve for the software was challenging. BluePrince® staff 
was on hand for two days to setup the software, but limited 
assistance was subsequently offered since site visits from 
BluePrince® were not included in their service contract. Most of 
the interaction with BluePrince® staff occurred through conference 
calls and much of the software configuration was left up to the 
Central Permitting office staff. Most of the staff training consisted 
of online instructional videos from BluePrince.com. Initially, this 
was difficult for staff to adjust to since normal business operations 
were expected immediately after BluePrince® was installed. Now 
that staff have experience with BluePrince®, the overall impact of 
BluePrince® appears to have significantly improved the permitting 
process internally, which in turn allows better information to be 
shared with clients externally.  
  
Some features of BluePrince® have not fully been implemented.  
However there are plans to use features such as the online portal in 
the future. This would allow permit applicants the ability to track 
their applications through the approval process. In preparation, the 
Office of Central Permitting plans to test this part of the system 
and the corresponding process with routine customers (generally 
contractors ) for miscellaneous permits.  
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Inspectors are now able to print their daily list of inspections 
appointments once entered into BluePrince®. This feature has 
improved efficiency. The Stanly County Fire Marshall is also 
connected to BluePrince® and is automatically informed when 
inspections are ready to be performed. 
  
One concern from county management was that all staff are not 
using BluePrince®. However, upon review of the department 
director interviews, this does not seem to be the case. Essentially, 
permitting cases that were started before the implementation of 
BluePrince® were not transferred over and thus still maintained 
using the old system of spreadsheets. This is not uncommon for 
new database installations, which typically do not import data from 
the old system, but rather start from the launch date and include all 
records from that point forward. Once those older permitting cases 
have been fully closed (one or two years), then BluePrince® will be 
used and use of the old system will cease. 
 
Since the staff was involved with the BluePrince® design specific 
to the Stanly County Central Permitting BluePrince® application, 
the system aligns well with the current business process. 
Benchmark counties use similar technology tools to support their 
one-stop permitting shops, allowing customers to track and 
sometimes actually apply for permits through their offices. As the 
capabilities of BluePrince® are better realized through future 
training, Stanly County may find it useful to implement an option 
of electronic permit applications. 
 
The staff also suggested adding additional training from 
BluePrince® to ensure the software is being used to its full 
capabilities. In line with the research reviewed, having a highly 
trained BluePrince® technician on-site to modify the program or 
answer any staff questions throughout the business day could also 
benefit the efficiency and effectiveness of the process.  This may 
be a current Stanly County IT proefessional who becomes an 
expert on the BluePrince® system. 
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(3) Assess the new and expanding small business owner's customer 
experience with Stanly County's one-stop permit shop 
 
While the UNCC team was unable to survey a wide variety of 
customers due to time constraints with this study, stakeholders (as 
identified by Mr. Lucas and by fellow stakeholders) as well as the 
department directors were able to provide a picture of customer 
experiences. Those surveyed believe customers enjoy having all 
departments in one central location.  However, the idea of a one-
stop shop has not provided all of the desired improvements.  Some 
customers misunderstand the purpose of the office, believing that 
they only must appear once (“one-stop” = “one visit”) at Central 
Permitting.  Other customers still feel passed around as many 
questions are not able to be answered by Central Permitting and 
must be addressed directly by the other departments.  Also, some 
would-be customers, based on anecdotes provided, are unaware of 
the procedures involved and required in the permitting process. 
Stanly County has recently reestablished a customer satisfaction 
survey program.  Continuation of this program and evaluation of 
the survey responses will increase the external validity of this 
study (if the findings are consistent with the result of this report). 

 
Recommendations  

In summary, UNCC found many of Stanly County’s practices to be 
comparable to the benchmark counties in this study.  However, the 
following areas of improvement are offered:  
 
1) Appoint a dedicated IT staff member to serve as the 

BluePrince® expert 
2) Offer additional BluePrince® training for staff 
3) Assign each customer a case manager from Central Permitting 
4) Better educate customers through pre-planning meetings or 

classes, additional Web site information, and Central 
Permitting pamphlets 

5) Implement an updated and continuous customer satisfaction 
survey program 

6) Address the delay in the BluePrince® Environmental Health 
implementation  

7) Utilize the BluePrince® Internet based modules  
 



 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Page 21 

Recommendation 1:  Appoint a dedicated IT staff member to serve 
as the BluePrince® expert 
 
As indicated in the literature, a best practice of successful one-stop 
permit shops includes an extraordinary relationship with IT support 
personnel. Ideally this person or team would have an IT 
background, and their job description would focus on information 
technology. This position should be fully trained on the 
BluePrince® implementation and all of its capabilities (including 
those not currently utilized). This position would serve in a support 
function to the staff, both in times of technical difficulties as well 
as for needed training. 
 
Recommendation 2: Additional BluePrince® training for staff 
 
The department directors advised that additional BluePrince® 
training for staff is needed. Additional training may better educate 
the staff on all of BluePrince®’s capabilities and how best to utilize 
them. Refresher training may also help.  
 

• Additional BluePrince® training would: 
o Help eliminate frustrations using the software 
o Increase staff confidence and make BluePrince ® 

more user friendly 
o Ensure all features are being used to maximize 

return on investment 
 
Recommendation 3:  Assign each case a central permitting staff 
member 
 
Assigning a case manager or central point of contact for each 
customer was suggested by department directors, stakeholders, and 
best practices. Instead of directing a customer to the other 
departments when questions arise, the assigned staff person would 
serve as the “bureaucratic navigator” and guide them through the 
process. If there are questions the staff person does not have the 
answer to, the point of contact would research them and find the 
answer. Ideally, the staff would be cross-trained to be better 
prepared to answer additional questions. Additionally, the staff  



 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Page 22 

member assigned to each case should provide each client with a 
timeline of the process, timely updates on the status of their 
applications, and provide direct contact information including 
phone and email. This recommendation may require additional 
staff be assigned to Central Permitting. 
 
Recommendation 4:  Better educate customers 
 
All methods utilized in this study suggested that better educating 
customers can greatly improve the effectiveness and efficiency of 
the process as well as customer satisfaction. Customer education 
can occur through pre-planning meetings or classes, additional 
Web site information, and Central Permitting pamphlets explaining 
the process in full.  

 
Recommendation 5: Implement an updated and continuous 
customer satisfaction survey program 
 
The Office of Central Permitting has recently reinitiated the 
customer satisfaction survey program. This team recommends 
continuing the program with the following suggestions: include the 
surveys at the back of the permit application packet to ensure that 
all customers receive a survey, reduce the size of the survey, and 
have a box for anonymous survey submission. The Office of 
Central Permitting should consider adding a customer satisfaction 
survey electronically to the Web site, making it available to a 
wider audience of customers.  
 
Recommendation 6: Address the delay in the BluePrince® 
Environmental Health implementation 
 
While the majority of the BluePrince® modules are currently 
functional, the Environmental Health module has not yet been 
completed.  Although Environmental Health utilizes the system to 
maintain records of fees paid, a complete assessment of the 
permitting process’s alignment with BluePrince® can not be 
determined until this portion of the system goes live.  The sooner 
this occurs, the sooner the technology and the process will be best 
aligned. 
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Recommendation 7: Utilize the BluePrince® Internet-based 
modules 
 
A theme found across the best practice literature and North 
Carolina benchmark counties was the utilization of Internet based 
elements of their software.  This included both application 
submission and tracking of a customer’s permit request.  The 
Office of Central Permitting advised that they plan on testing the 
Internet-based module with repeat customers specifically with the 
application for miscellaneous permits.  Upon review of the results 
of that implementation, the Office of Central Permitting should 
strongly consider continuing and expanding this function.
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DEPARTMENT DIRECTOR SURVEY 
 

1) What is the permitting process for Stanly County? 
2) How much customer interaction do you have? If substantial, what do you think is  the customer 

satisfaction level? 
3) What steps could be taken to improve the customer experience? 
4) What are the strengths of the one-stop permitting system? 
5) What are the weaknesses of the one-stop permitting system? 
6) How well has BluePrince® been received? 
7) Are people using BluePrince®? To what extent? 
8) Has BluePrince® helped the process? 
9) What are BluePrince®’s shortcomings? Do you think that the organization for inspections should 

be changed? 
 
 
STAKEHOLDER SURVEY 

 
1) What is your overall impression of Stanly County’s permitting process? 
2) If you could change anything about Stanly County’s permitting process, what would you 

change? 
3) Have you had any permitting experiences outside of Stanly County? If so, is there anything you 

experienced with those counties that you would like to see implemented in Stanly County? 
4) How has the process changed with the creation of the one-stop permit shop? Has the process 

improved? 
5) What suggestions do you have for benchmarks for the Stanly County permitting office? 

 
 
COUNTY SURVEY 
 

1) Do you have a process map of your current permitting system? If so, please include. 
2) What types of forms are required to obtain permits? Please specify type of permit. 
3) Do you use permitting software? If yes, what type? 
4) What are your benchmarks for customer service? 
5) Have you conducted customer/stakeholder satisfaction surveys? If so, what were the results? 
6) Do you have an organizational chart? Please include. 
7) Do you have resources for new and expanding businesses to assist them with the permitting 

process. 
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Catawba County 
 The Catawba County Web site (www.catwabacountync.gov) appears modern and easy to read. A 
news column with current announcements dominates the central portion of the Web site and there is a 
quick links section on the left side and a newsletter/newsfeed signup section along the right side. The 
quick links section has link to the Online Permit Center which provides easy access to permitting 
information. The Online Permit Center homepage has two columns of links – the left column has 
applications and the right side has forms, policies, and procedures. The links are appropriately labeled 
with easy to understand titles such as “Application for Building Permit” and the second column has a 
link for the “Procedure for Acquiring Permits” which includes detailed instructions on the process such 
as submitting plans and zoning information. The Online Permit Center also has online inspections 
scheduling and fee schedules listed. Overall, the Web site is easy to navigate and the information is 
organized relatively well. 
 
Chatham County 
 The Chatham County Web site (www.chathamnc.org) appears modern, yet simple and easy to 
understand at first glance. Key informational links are listed along the top of the home page including 
Departments and Programs, Resident Information and Business Information among others. Access to 
recent news and a primary contact number for Chatham County is clearly visible on the main homepage 
and easy to find. A click on the Departments and Programs icon along the top of the homepage reveals 
all county departments and a link to Central Permits provides easy access to relevant information for 
new and expanding businesses to gather information on required permits. 
 The main page of Central Permits has a quick overview of the mission of the department, 
services offered, and location with contact information. The major services of the department include 
issuing residential and commercial building permits, inspecting residential and commercial construction 
additions and renovations, reviewing plans for construction work, scheduling required inspections, 
releasing utilities such as gas and electricity and issuing Certificates of Occupancy. A section entitled 
“Obtaining Building Permits” provides user friendly step-by-step instructions on the process of 
obtaining required permits with descriptions and links to the appropriate forms that must be completed. 
There is also a fee schedule that clearly lists permit costs for new and expanding businesses based on the 
total cost of the construction project. Also of note is a useful list of situations when a permit or license is 
required which serves as resource similar to a Frequently Asked Questions section in some respects. 
 
Harnett County 
 The Harnett County Web site (www.harnett.org) appears modern and simple. Four main links 
across the top of the page include online services, public information, job opportunities, and employee 
information. There are three links on the left column including news, departments, and contact us. The 
contact us feature provides easy access to contact information to the county manager’s office. Below 
these three links are a series of quick links that are mostly recent county news links. The center portion 
of the page has changing photos of Harnett County with a phrase on the economic development 
opportunities in Harnett County. 
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 The Departments section of the Web site appears to be the best choice to find permitting 
information. The Departments link takes you to an alphabetical listing of all the departments of Harnett 
County. Near the top is the Central Permitting/Community Development Department with contact 
information listed. The main homepage for Central Permitting/Community Development is divided into 
two sections – Web sites and downloads. The Web sites section provides links for office directions, 
contact information, staff directory, and a listing of all departments that Central Permitting handles 
including environmental health, inspections, public utilities, planning, fire marshal, and E-911 
addressing. The right column of the page called Downloads provides useful information on the 
permitting process. For instance, the first section has information on starting the process and has 
separate step-by-step instructions for both residential and commercial projects. The remainder of the 
page has downloadable application forms for the departments involved in the permitting and inspections 
process. Overall, the Harnett County Web site is very easy to use and provides quick access to the 
information needed by new and expanding businesses to start the permitting process. 
 
Lee County  
 The Lee County Web site (www.leecountync.gov) appears modern and updated with recent news 
in the center column of the homepage. A series of links appear on the left side (many of which are 
duplicates) of the page for various information including departments, job opportunities, and a phone 
directory. The upper right corner of the page has a pull down menu entitled “How do I?” which when 
clicked reveals a series of topics including register to vote, renew or obtain a passport, and view or pay 
taxes online. Interestingly, none of the links on the homepage or the “How do I?” section include 
anything about obtaining permits. The next logical place to check based on the links available would be 
county departments. A click on this link from the homepage takes you to a listing of 34 departments, but 
interestingly, there is still no department for permitting that seems logical to click. The closest 
department that one might think to click is the Economic Development department, but no information 
is present on this site regarding permitting. Additionally, there is no search feature to search for 
permitting so at this point, one would need to call or email the county to determine where permitting 
information can be found. Strangely, no main contact information phone number can be found. There is 
a phone directory listed on the main Web site, however it is listed by department and there is no 
permitting department listed.  
 Some permitting information was found under the Office of Fire Marshall. Anyone with 
knowledge of the permitting process knows that the building must be inspected to ensure it meets proper 
fire standards. For new businesses, this may not be known, so more clear links to the permitting 
information should be made on the main Lee County homepage or at least under the Departments 
section. From the Fire Marshall homepage, two links appear to be relevant to the permitting process 
including “Plan Review and Submittal Information and Requirements” which provide detailed 
instructions on the permitting process. Another link entitled “Online Permit Applications” seems to 
imply an online permitting process, but this link points to a page with downloadable forms to complete 
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by hand. Perhaps a label such as “Forms” would be more appropriate so it does not indicate an online 
process.  

Upon searching through Google, it was discovered that Lee County permitting and inspections 
are actually done through a joint Stanford (city) and Lee County office.  This Web site was found at 
www.sanfordnc.net.  From the homepage, the user could click on the Departments tab and find the link 
to the Inspections Services office.  This Web site provided information on how to find construction code 
information, the permitting (Inspections) office location and office hours, as well as important phone 
numbers to know for the process.  A link for “Online Permits, Plan  Reviews, & Inspections” led the 
user back to the same link provided on the Lee County Web site for electronic applications. 

From the Inspections Services site or back at the homepage, the left hand column has an option 
for Applications.  From that menu, the user may click on Inspection Services.  This link provides all 
applications needed (assumedly) for the permitting process.  There are numerous links breaking down 
the process into Residential or Commercial permits providing detailed guidance on how the process 
works.  It also includes a Fee Schedule, Announcements, and Permit Reports dating back to 2002.  
Overall, this site, once found was very useful – however, it was very difficult to find if a Lee County 
resident did not know to look at the Sanford Web site. 
 
Lincoln County 
 The Lincoln County Web site (www.lincolncounty.org) appears modern with a traditional 
aesthetic appeal. Colorful photos of Lincoln County change regularly in the center of the page and the 
occasional use of a calligraphy-style font for column headings gives the site a somewhat old-fashioned 
feel, but does not detract from the ease of use or organization of important information. Four main links 
appear at the top of the page which expand when you scroll your mouse over them, revealing the various 
sub-pages under each category. The upper left corner of the page has two quick links to Services and 
Departments, which reveal a majority of the business of the county and provide easy access to most 
informational needs. Like the icons along the top, a scroll over the links reveals the sub-pages for each 
of these categories. News and Announcements dominate the center portion of the page followed by a 
Quick Links section and Calendar for the county. Along the right side of the page there is a search 
feature, notification signup, e-service access, and a contact us link. 
 The most logical place to start looking for permitting information appears to be the Departments 
link on the left side of the page. When you move your mouse over this link, a sub-menu of Departments 
A-M and Departments N-Z appear. Moving your mouse over either options reveals the respective 
departments in alphabetical order. While a permitting department is not listed, the closest department 
appears to be Building and Land Development. Moving your mouse to this department reveals sub-
departments of Inspections, Zoning, and Planning. Each of these sub-department sites provide detailed 
information on necessary processes and procedures. For instance, the inspections department is divided 
into commercial and residential which provides easy access to new and expanding businesses to the 
necessary information. A frequently asked questions section is helpful, but directed towards residential 
users. Overall, the Lincoln County Web site is excellent. The site is well organized and thought out. 



 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Page 28 

Easy to navigate menus allow information to be found quickly and contact information is clear and 
visible on each site for any questions users might have.  
 
Mecklenburg County 
 The Charlotte-Mecklenburg County Web site (www.charmeck.org) has a compact design with a 
lot of information but is organized well. Two columns on the left side of the page divide the services of 
the City of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County. Building Permits and Inspections is the second link 
listed on the Mecklenburg County column which provides easy access to permitting information. This 
link takes you to the Code Enforcement homepage which divides information into three main categories: 
Contractors, Homeowners, and Architects and Engineers. The right side of the page has links to apply 
for permits online and also check the status of open projects. The left side of the page contains a list of 
links to the services offered including commercial building, residential building, mechanical-plumbing, 
electrical, and fire marshal. It is rather unclear which link a new or expanding business owner would 
click to learn about the permitting process, however the commercial building link appears to be most 
logical. A click on this link shows an alphabetical listing of all commercial services available. While all 
relevant information commercial permitting appears to exist, an alphabetical listing of the services could 
potentially be confusing for those not familiar with the process. For instance, plan submittal 
requirements is listed ¾ down the list, but would be the first step in the process. Someone new to the 
process would have to click on each individual link before discovering that plan submittal is the first 
step. Once they have determined this, the plan submittal package includes step-by-step directions on the 
process. Perhaps having the links listed in process order would make it more logical for the first time 
user. 
 Once you have located the information you need, it is very detailed and easy to follow with step-
by-step instructions. The site also has a frequently asked questions section and a designated Commercial 
Technical Answer Center (CTAC) with phone numbers and email addresses listed to answer any 
questions users might have. 
 
Stanly County 
 The Stanly County (www.co.stanly.nc.us) Web site appears somewhat dated and confirmed by 
the 2001, 2002 copyright at the bottom of the page, but organized well. Along the top of the webpage 
there are six main links that reveal their contents when you place your mouse over each link which 
include Home, Departments, Calendars, Job Opportunities, Boards and Commissions, and Frequently 
Asked Questions. There is also  a search box next to these links for easy access to information on the 
site. The left side of the homepage has a history section followed by a news section in the center of the 
page. Along the bottom of the site are important links for Visitors, Residents, and Business. 
 From the links available, the Departments link at the top of the page seems to be the best choice 
for locating information on permits. From the list of Departments, either Inspections – Buildings or 
Planning and Zoning seem to be the logical choices for permit information. A click on the Inspections – 
Buildings reveals the Building Codes Enforcement site which is organized by seven file folder like tabs 
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including General Information, Codes Enforced, Types of Inspections, Permit Requirements, Permit 
Application Process, Forms, and Staff. Along the left side of the page have the office hours listed and a 
contact phone number which is helpful. The information provided on this site is useful and lists what is 
required for each type of permit. The permit application process section could be improved to include a 
step-by-step process and which forms are needed at each step. Currently, the page just has a series of 
statements regarding the process without any direction as to the order of the steps. Downloadable forms 
for Electrical, Mechanical, Plumbing, and Fuel Piping are available, however these must be completed 
by hand and mailed in or returned personally.  

Overall, the site has some useful information but improvements could be made to outline the 
process more clearly and make reference to the Central Permitting Office and its resources. A step-by-
step outline of the process would also be helpful.
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 When beginning the research on permitting and development review processes, the UNCC team 
consulted the UNC School of Government’s Report on Development Review in North Carolina (2008). 
This document examined the intricate permitting and review processes across the state of North 
Carolina, looking not only for common best practice characteristics, but also for common areas needing 
improvement. Beyond simply surveying and interviewing offices from around the state, this corporate-
style benchmarking project found and identified models of development review and permitting that 
could provide unique and cost-effective solutions from outside the state. 
 Borrowing from documentation and site visitations of Henderson, Nevada; San Diego, 
California; and Tallahassee, Florida, the authors of this document isolated five common characteristics 
among leaders in development review and permitting: 
 

• A commitment to delivering services at a level and cost that match the scale of 
development in their community 

• Customer-focused services 
• Transparency 
• Reliance on high-functioning technology 
• Extraordinary relationship with Information Technology support personnel 

 
 Many of the ideas and strategies presented in the UNC School of Government report are also 
supported by a wide array of national research in academic and practitioner research journals. 
 
Best Practice: A commitment to delivering services at a level and cost that match the scale of   
 development in their community 
 
 The report examines the administrative functions most apparent in leaders of development 
review and permitting and determined that those who run the most ideal organizations are those that are 
able to organize and adjust their operations to meet the demands of their communities. The report 
stressed that efficient operations that meet the development demands of their communities means more 
than just expansion of operations in boom times, but also means making adjustments when demand is 
low. (UNC School of Government, 2008) 
 This type of strict awareness of the needs of the department provides the government agents with 
better operating conditions and users of the system with an easier and more proactive partner for their 
development needs. Since timing and approval are crucial in the expensive development of a project, the 
scale of a department’s operations can help dictate things such as: time to complete reviews, submission 
protocols for documentation and forms, waiting times for approvals, and adequate and timely feedback 
of issues and concerns. Thus, developers and their agents need to be able to count on the timetables they 
are given. (UNC School of Government, 2008) 
 In guiding this transformation process to mirror the UNC School of Government’s report, further 
research provides additional insight into the details necessary for successful permitting and development 
review processes. The two guiding principles demonstrated throughout the research are the need for 
strong leadership to not only oversee and guide the transformation, but also inside the department to 
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have the authority monitor and track the process. The reform initiative should be managed like any other 
administrative project, so it will fit within the overall structure of government and lend familiarity to its 
design and expectations. (Newfarmer et al, 2003) 
 Further, since development review is almost always shared among different departments, it is 
imperative that leadership and employee engagement are essential, because local government 
administrators are often the only people with the full scope of what goes on in the locality. A view of the 
operation that incorporates the largest perspective is ideal. (Newfarmer et al, 2003) 
 Beyond the government influence, Newfarmer et. al (2003) found that it is important to 
incorporate user knowledge of the process. The number one element affecting community involvement 
is the ease of access to the applicable customers. Those businesses who have the most trouble accessing 
the permitting process are often the key expanding and new businesses that the administration most 
wants to avoid passing around in an inefficient system. It is imperative to minimize bureaucratic 
obstacles and restructure the permit process into one that is cost-effective, saves time, and fosters 
customer relationships (Wettenhall et al, 1997). Without such innovative measures, many processes can 
leave many with the unintended perception that a jurisdiction is unfriendly to business (Shah, 2001). 
 Of the myriad of components pointed to in organizing and leading a successful organization, the 
key suggestion was that of the permit manager, who is the single point of contact for developers to work 
with. With one point of contact, conflict resolution with developers is simplified. Also, complaints are 
not the only thing to be channeled through the system in this manner, so is feedback of all kinds. (Shah, 
2001) Guiding developers through the system efficiently should be the goal of any permitting 
department, and managing this process should be the concern of a single person even when considering 
that the entire effort may be split among several different departments. 
 
Best practice: Customer-focused Services 
 
 Throughout the UNC School of Government’s report (2008), those cities identified as 
incorporating the very best practices into their organizations stress the importance of customer-focused 
services, have carefully identified their customer base, and have attempted to honestly assess the 
strengths and weaknesses in their approach to serving their customers. It is this focus of serving the 
customers that should complement the organization’s efforts to reform. While easing the burden and 
increasing the effectiveness of the office staff are always on the mind of any manager, the efforts when 
related to reforming development services should always see an equal improvement in the services 
rendered to the public. Without this balance, unintended consequences can be forced upon the public, or 
worse yet, there can be a misapprehension into believing that changes have improved the customer 
experience when they really have not.  
 Current research argues that the face of new governance is one that involves the citizenry 
(Bingham et al, 2005). Scholars call for a field that recognizes an enhanced role for the public in the 
process. These same scholars recommend that systems be set up to encourage citizens to be participatory 
in the process of affecting the government that serves them. (Bingham et al, 2005) The UNC School of 
Government (2008) report demonstrates these principles through the system of practices to educate the 
public in the permitting and development review processes. Published materials, instructional seminars, 
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formal and informal meetings with developers, required pre-application meetings for projects, provision 
of reliable service timelines and even requiring developers to pass a class demonstrating that they know 
the ins and outs of the system are all examples of different ways best practice cities have tried to engage 
their respective citizenry into improving their experiences (Bingham et al, 2005). 
 
Best practice: Transparency 
 
 According to the report, best practice agencies make great effort to share information, explain 
their recommendations and decisions, and communicate clearly and fully with all parties—management, 
the council, the public, and applicants. They believe they have a professional obligation to keep the 
applicant and customers fully informed. These actions are aimed at recognizing that by keeping all 
affected customers informed, their service quality and efficiency are enhanced. (UNC School of 
Government, 2008) 
 When asked, developers specifically point to permit expediting as the final means of 
significantly reducing the level of effort in their interaction with the government. Without utilizing some 
of the customer service examples listed above and maintaining an environment that is open and 
available to concerns, it becomes unrealistic to think developers will just understand or adapt to 
organizational practices. The only valid method of expediting the permitting process includes a 
combination of arduous research, timing, process knowledge, and patience; all of which the permitting 
authority has a role in helping facilitate to the customer. (Eustoce, 2007) 
 Without the connection to the department and beforehand knowledge of organizational practices, 
customers may lack the understanding to grasp that some projects require other jurisdictions approval 
prior to submittal to the local municipality. Complicated or redundant forms lead to lost authority and 
lost time. Being passed around from expert to expert leads to a lack of researching and applying codes 
pertinent to the project due to conflicting information and crossed communications. After all, it is 
imperative to have a clear understanding of the codes and process to avoid potentially numerous rounds 
of comments from multiple departments. (Eustoce, 2007) 
 Clear and open communications provided from those fully capable of answering questions are 
the cornerstones of best practice permitting and development review departments. Customers should not 
be expected to submit or receive anything from anyone inside the department who is not fully capable of 
clearly explaining the issues in their entirety to the customer. 
 
Best practice: Reliance on high-functioning technology 
 
 All of the cities studied in the UNC School of Government’s (2008) report strive to make the use 
of technology paramount in all of their processes. Whether the technologies applied are commercial or 
proprietary, each best practice organization strove to make technology applicable as wide and deep 
within every function of the process as possible. Some examples of the impressive uses of technology 
included electronic submission of documents, up-to-the-minute status of applications, access to and 
sharing of reviewer comments, and departmental and employee performance measures. 
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 Lubell (2004) conducted a survey of state and local government techniques for document 
submittal revealed seriously outdated procedures in need of revamping to incorporate the advantages of 
technology in local government. The main reasoning behind every example of best practice permitting 
technology was linked to increases in approval speed, cross-departmental accuracy, job-site safety from 
thorough checks of plans, codes, and licenses; and economic benefits from lost time (Lubell, 2004). The 
incorporation of technology provides citizens with an easy way to connect with their local government 
and offers a means to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of programs and services. (Fleming, 
2008) 
 A tech-enabled government should strive to use technology to improve internal and external 
business operations (Singer, 2003). The UNC School of Government (2008) report and industry research 
point to the fact that critical technology integration works best when viewed as an enterprise being 
undertaken by the whole permitting operation, not a separate department unto itself. Problems arise 
when technology is not applied correctly to departmental practices due to inflexible and under-trained 
staff. (Fleming, 2008) 
 
Best Practice: Extraordinary relationship with Information Technology support personnel 
 
 As indicated by the UNC School of Government (2008), all best practice cities had outstanding 
working relationships with IT staff members. Whether permanently assigned to the development review 
operation or remaining in the IT department, the relationship of the IT specialists to the development 
review process was extraordinary. The IT personnel encountered on the site visits were committed to 
development review success—not simply to the successful installation of IT products in development 
review.  
 Stressed within the research is the fact that information technology specialists inside the 
government need be knowledgeable about the development processes. Another important characteristic 
is the ability of IT staff to have the ability not only to maintain the technology being utilized, but also to 
identify and assist with process improvements. IT agents need to understand the day-to-day functions of 
different local government departments in order to fully be able to help apply their expertise in 
improving and furthering the agency’s mission (Fleming, 2008). 
 One of the key areas of failure in permitting can be linked to the failure of staff to be able to 
maximize technological ability, not only through process design, but from lack of assistance from 
technological support. The expedited access to training and assistance aids any best practice department 
in their overall mission, which in turn trickles down to the customer. Without this key support, as 
government processes and procedures change, employees will not receive the needed routine training 
through formal and informal means to remain up-to-date with the technology. (Fleming, 2008) 
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