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Introduction 

As the COVID-19 pandemic swept across the globe, US government 
agencies that historically focused on physical service and paper-based 
processes had to quickly adapt to the new normal of lockdowns and 
remote work while continuing to deliver citizen services and accomplish 
their missions. As the pandemic subsides and we move toward the 
recovery phase, what lasting impact has it had on agency operations, 
online citizen engagement, and overall digital transformation? Is now the 
time for digital-first government? 

In August 2021, Adobe commissioned Forrester Consulting to evaluate 
the state of digital transformation and digital document deployment within 
government agencies. To explore this topic, Forrester conducted an online 
survey with 160 decision-makers at federal, state, and local government 
agencies in the US. We found that agencies have made tremendous 
progress on their digital transformation programs during the pandemic. The 
requirement to continue operations and citizen service without physical 
presence forced agencies to adapt at speed, and they did. Although there 
is still progress to be made, the outlook is bright.

Key Findings
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Key Findings

Agencies were not prepared to transition to remote work and 
enable government e-services.  As restrictions such as lockdowns 
and physical distancing went into effect, US government agencies 
were not prepared to enable remote work and citizen service. Twenty-
one percent of government decision-makers stated their agency was 
not at all prepared to transition to remote work, and 46% said their 
agency was not at all prepared to enable government e-services.

Although employee and citizen experiences were impacted, 
agencies responded by laying digital foundations. The time agencies 
needed to enable digital services impacted service delivery along with 
employee and citizen experiences in the short term. Agencies have 
responded by making progress on their digitization journeys. Sixty-two 
percent of government decision-makers said the pandemic has forced 
accelerated investment in digital transformation.

Digitizing document processes enables digital-first government.  
Digital document processes enabled agencies to quickly digitize their 
operations and services during the pandemic, and it drove a range of 
benefits. Sixty-six percent of respondents said using these processes 
enabled a virtual working environment, and 67% said it maintained 
their agency’s ability to serve citizens during lockdowns.

Digital document processes help agencies achieve administration 
objectives. As the Biden administration embarks on a legislative 
program related to citizen experience and climate change and as 
employee experience (EX) becomes a priority, the deployment of 
digital document processes is helping agencies respond. When asked 
about digital document processes, 29% of respondents said their 
agency has increased citizen satisfaction, 39% said their agency has 
reduced its carbon footprint, and 47% said their agency has increased 
employee productivity.
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As the COVID-19 pandemic hit, government agencies were unprepared to 
move to remote working and enable e-services, but it forced them to act. 
It led to a strong digital foundation and a sustained acceleration of digital 
transformation in the near term. The pandemic proved that government 
agencies could enable digital transformation at speed, and it should 
instill confidence during their journeys toward digital-first government. In 
surveying 160 US government decision-makers across federal, state, and 
local agencies, we found that:

• Agencies were not prepared to transition to remote work or to enable 
e-services. At the beginning of the pandemic, government agencies’ 
digital gaps were exposed as they struggled to transition to remote work 
and citizen service. Twenty-one percent of government decision-makers 
stated their agency was not at all prepared to transition to remote work, 
and 46% said their agency was not at all prepared to enable government 
e-services (see Figure 1). Nearly all local government agencies felt this 
challenge. Thirty-seven percent of decision-makers said their agency 
was not at all prepared to transition to remote work, and 82% said their 
agency was not at all prepared to enable e-services. 

The Pandemic Has Driven A Rapid Digital Transformation 
Of US Government

Figure 1

“In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, how prepared was your agency to:”

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility for digital document processes and e-signatures at US government agencies
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

Transition to remote work for 
employees

Enable government e-services

Not at all prepared

Somewhat prepared

Very prepared
21%

46%45%

34%31%

18%
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• Citizen and employee experiences suffered as agencies set out to 
enable digital capabilities. As access to physical services became less 
viable during the pandemic and because agencies were unprepared 
to deploy e-services, the public sector’s ability to serve customers and 
provide the same level of experience was hindered. Indeed, 46% of 
government decision-makers agreed or strongly agreed that citizen 
service and experience were negatively impacted during the pandemic. 
Employee experience was also impacted. Fifty-one percent of 
respondents said they agree or strongly agree that a lack of adequate 
technology and tools impacted employee productivity in virtual work 
environments. Inadequate resources to meet job demands impacts 
agency productivity and the ability of public servants to make daily 
progress on work that truly matters. Forrester 
research shows that being productive and 
making progress on meaningful work is a 
strong driver of employee engagement and 
experience.1

• Agencies have responded by laying strong 
foundations, and they aim to maintain their 
digital momentum. The pandemic drove 
agencies to act on their digital transformation 
plans. Sixty-two percent of government 
decision-makers said the pandemic forced 
accelerated investment in government digital 
transformation, and 66% said their agency will 
maintain accelerated digital transformation as 
the pandemic subsides. This rapid response 
has proven that government agencies can 
deliver digital transformation and services 
at speed, and it gives them confidence to 
maintain their trajectories.  

62%

66%

of government decision-
makers said the global 

pandemic forced 
accelerated investment 

in digital transformation.

of government decision-
makers said their agency 
will maintain accelerated 

digital transformation 
progress as the 

pandemic subsides.
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In response to the pandemic and the need to quickly go digital to continue 
citizen service and government operations, government agencies 
increased their investments in and utilization of digital document processes 
and e-signatures. This enabled business continuity, and it put in place 
foundational building blocks for digital government services. 

• The transition to digital government will take time. Digital 
transformation is a journey, not a destination.2 Modernizing legacy 
technology and migrating to the cloud takes time. While agencies are 
tackling these transformational initiatives, they can quickly enable 
digital document processes and e-signature technology with high 
impact. During the pandemic, these tools have enabled business 
continuity, and they have driven a wide range of benefits (see Figure 2).  

Digitizing Document Processes Is A Building Block 
For Digital Government

Figure 2

Benefits Realized From Using Digital Document Processes And E-Signatures 
Vs. Paper-Based Processes

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility for digital document processes and e-signatures at US government agencies
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

Digital document processes E-signatures

Maintained ability to serve customers/citizen during COVID-19 and lockdowns
67%

78%

Improved digital accessibility to keep government standard/government business running
69%

77%

Enabled a virtual working environment
66%

69%

Reduced the number of citizens entering a physical office to be served
61%

59%
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Sixty-six percent of respondents said digital document processes 
have enabled a virtual working environment, while 67% said using 
these process maintained their agency’s ability to serve citizens during 
lockdowns. There were also additional highlights at the different levels 
of government: 78% of federal government decision-makers said digital 
document processes have enabled a virtual working environment and 
75% of state government decision-makers said these tools maintained 
their agency’s ability to serve citizens during the pandemic. 

• Utilization of digital document processes and e-signatures is growing. 
Respondents said that an average of 48% of the total workforce of 
government agencies used digital document processes prior to the 
pandemic. This rate increased to 56% during the height of the pandemic, 
and it continued to climb to 67% today. The 
trend is similar for the use of e-signatures for 
citizen-facing documents. Respondents said 22% 
of the total workforce of government agencies 
used e-signatures before the pandemic and 
that this rate increased to 35% during the height 
of the pandemic and to 46% today. That’s a 
monumental achievement in less than two years, 
and the change will continue. During the next 12 
months, government agency investment is set to 
increase by 22% for digital document processes 
and by 17% for e-signature technology. 

• Digitization has accelerated, but opportunities 
to reduce paper-based processes remain 
high. Forty-one percent of respondents said 
their department is too reliant on paper-based 
processes for citizen services. This usage is 
highest among local government agencies 
at 63% (see Figure 3). But there are signs 
of progress: 39% of decision-makers from 
federal government agencies said their legal, 
operations, and procurement functions and their 
social services applications processes are fully 
digital for document workflows.

Figure 3

“Please indicate whether you 
agree or disagree with the 
below statements.”

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility 
for digital document processes and 
e-signatures at US government agencies
Note: Showing “Agree” and “Strongy agree.”
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester 
Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

My department is too reliant on 
paper-based processes for customer 
service/citizen experience.

Local government
State government
Federal government

26%36%

63%
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• Integration and the volume of processes to be digitized are barriers 
to deployment. When asked about barriers to deployment, decision-
makers said technology and integration are the biggest issues. Forty-
nine percent said complexity of integration with internal systems is 
a barrier to deployment for e-signatures and 25% said their agency 
experiences delays due to the high volume of processes to be digitized 
(see Figure 4).

Figure 4

To the best of your knowledge, what are the main barriers to deploying the 
following solutions in your department today? 

Complexity of 
integration to 
internal systems 
and applications

Delays due to 
the high volume 
of processes to 
be digitized

Digital document processesE-signatures

49% 22%
36% 25%
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The White House requires federal agencies to provide modern, 
streamlined, and responsive customer experience (CX) across government 
that is comparable to those of leading private sector organizations.  Laws 
like the 21st Century Integrated Digital Experience Act (21st Century IDEA) 
require agencies to improve their digital experiences by modernizing 
their websites, digitizing services and forms, and accelerating the use of 
e-signatures. This study shows that digital document processes and the 
use of e-signatures have a positive impact on citizen experience and, in the 
case of federal government agencies, deployment supports compliance 
with 21st Century IDEA.

• Strong CX enables higher citizen 
engagement and more frequent interaction 
with government. Forrester’s Customer 
Experience Index measures CX across 
effectiveness, ease of use, and emotion, 
and it shows that when these expectations 
are met, citizens demonstrate three types of 
government loyalty: compliance, expansion 
(i.e., the likelihood to engage with government 
when it isn’t required), and advocacy. Agencies 
understand the importance of CX, and 75% 
are focused on improving the experience 
of citizens during the next 12 months (see 
Figure 5). Digital document processes and 
e-signatures help agencies achieve their CX 
goals. Twenty-nine percent of respondents 
said digital document processes have 
increased citizen satisfaction, and 25% said 
using e-signatures has increased citizen 
engagement with their agency (see Figure 6).

Digitizing Document Processes Supports Administration 
Objectives For Better Citizen Experience 

Figure 5

“Which of the following 
initiatives are likely to be your 
department’s top priorities 
during the next 12 months?”

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility 
for digital document processes and 
e-signatures at US government agencies
Note: Showing “High priority” and “Critical 
priority.”
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester 
Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

75%

69%

Improve the 
experience of our 
customers/citizens

Improve our 
citizen services
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Figure 6

Benefits Realized From Using Digital Document Processes And E-Signatures 
Vs. Paper-Based Processes

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility for digital document processes and e-signatures at US government agencies
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

• Deliver high-quality citizen experience during moments of most 
need. Many citizens who previously had stable, long-term jobs 
found themselves out of work for the first time during the pandemic 
as sectors shut down or scaled back operations overnight. This 
impacted the financial well-being of many citizens and placed some 
into financially vulnerable situations.5 Because many citizens are 
turning to the government for support for the first time, ensuring a 
high-quality and emotionally positive citizen experience is critical to 
ensuring future citizen engagement. This is just one example, but 
many interactions with the government are due to unexpected and 
unpleasant reasons. In those moments of most need, offering a high-
quality citizen experience and reinforcing that the government is here 
for support will ensure ongoing citizen loyalty and advocacy. 

Increased citizen satisfaction

Increased citizen engagement 
with my agency

Digital document processes E-signatures

29%

24%

27%

25%
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A strong employee experience helps attract and retain talent.6 And with 
the “Great Resignation” taking hold, employee attraction and retention are 
critical to ensuring agency mission delivery. In July 2021, nearly 4 million 
Americans quit their jobs while employers posted 10.9 million job openings. 
Government agencies alone advertised more than 1 million jobs in July 
2021.7 This highlights the need for best-in-class EX.  

More than ever, technology plays a significant role in employee experience 
by both fostering and inhibiting engagement. For information workers, 
technology is the main resource that enables them to be productive. 
When this technology works, it’s good. But 
when it fails or even slows down, it can lead to 
disengagement. Forrester research shows that 
when an employee’s tools and environment 
are conducive to their productivity and enable 
collaboration, it has a positive impact on their 
engagement and employee experience.8 
Among other technology tools, digital document 
processes and e-signatures enable employees 
to collaborate and be productive in their 
environments (whether they work in an office or 
remotely). 

• Digitizing document processes improves 
the productivity and experience of US 
government employees. Fifty-six percent of 
respondents said their department will focus 
on improving employee experience in the next 
12 months, and 69% said their department will 
focus on enabling hybrid work (see Figure 7). 
The technology that employees have access 
to enables and empowers them by providing 
them with the right tools to complete their 
jobs, enabling collaboration, and allowing them 
to be productive and focus on what matters 

Enable Employee Productivity And Engagement 
With Digital Document Processes 

Figure 7

“Which of the following 
initiatives are likely to be your 
department’s top priorities 
during the next 12 months?”

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility 
for digital document processes and 
e-signatures at US government agencies
Note: Showing “High priority” and “Critical 
priority.”
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester 
Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

Enable hybrid work
69%

Improve the 
experience of 

our employees

56%
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Figure 8

Benefits Realized From Using Digital Document Processes And E-Signatures 
Vs. Paper-Based Processes

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility for digital document processes and e-signatures at US government agencies
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

instead of mundane tasks.9 Government decision-makers said digital 
document processes and e-signatures benefit employee experience. 
Sixty-six percent said digital document processes have enabled virtual 
work, 47% said they increased employee productivity, and 32% said 
e-signatures have improved employee engagement by reducing 
mundane tasks (see Figure 8).

Enabled a 
virtual working 
environment

Improved employee 
collaboration in a hybrid 
working environment

Increased employee 
productivity and 
time savings

Increased employee 
engagement from 
eliminating mundane tasks

Digital document processesE-signatures

69%

48%

45%

32%

66%

47%

46%

30%

BUILDING FROM A STRONG FOUNDATION: IT’S TIME FOR DIGITAL GOVERNMENT 12



When the Biden administration set in motion the Executive Order on 
Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad in January 2021, it 
acknowledged the severity of the climate crisis and the need for the US to 
act. The second part of the order proposes a governmentwide approach to 
climate change, and it requests that task force members prioritize action on 
climate change in their policymaking, budget processes, and contracting 
and procurement.10 Agencies now see climate change as a top priority, 
and decision-makers said digital document processes deliver a range of 
benefits that have a direct impact on climate change, such as reducing 
reliance on paper by moving to digital processes and reducing paper-
based forms and applications.

• Digital document processes enable agencies to make an impact in 
the governmentwide approach to climate change. As the White House 
outlines a governmentwide approach to climate change, it’s important 
for agencies to respond. Sixty-nine percent of government decision-
makers said embracing sustainable best practices will be a high or 
critical priority for their agency in the next 12 months. Digital document 
processes have already driven impact on agency sustainability, with 
39% of respondents stating that digital document processes have 
reduced their agency’s carbon footprint, and 71% saying their agency 
reduced mail-in forms (see Figure 9). This impact should increase as 
agency investment in these tools grows. Forrester research shows 
that expectations for the digital-signature market were high even prior 
to the pandemic, driven in part by growing consumer demand for 
environmental sustainability that will boost the adoption of greener 
solutions such as e-signatures.11

Tackle The Climate Crisis With Digital Document Processes 

69%
of government decision-makers said embracing 
sustainable best practices will be a high or critical 
priority in the next 12 months.
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Figure 9

Benefits Realized From Using Digital Document Processes And E-Signatures 
Vs. Paper-Based Processes

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility for digital document processes and e-signatures at US government agencies
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

Digital document processes E-signatures

Reduction in mail in forms

Reduction in printing and storage costs

Reduction in carbon footprint

69%

63%

40%

71%

64%

39%

BUILDING FROM A STRONG FOUNDATION: IT’S TIME FOR DIGITAL GOVERNMENT 14



Because government agencies made monumental progress during the 
pandemic and they plan to continue the accelerated pace of digital 
transformation during the next 12 months with extensive government 
funding coming online, the outlook for government digital transformation 
is bright.  

• Agencies focus on high-impact quick wins. As agencies continue their 
digital transformations during the next 12 months, digital-experience 
and digital-document journeys become prominent focus areas while 
agencies focus on longer-term transformation items like modernizing 
legacy technology and moving to the cloud. During the next 12 months, 
agencies consider digitizing citizen-facing services and paper-based 
documents, modernizing legacy technology, and moving to the 
cloud to be high or critical priorities (see Figure 10). To support the 
digitization of processes and citizen-facing services, 17% of agencies 
will expand their e-signature implementations, and 26% will expand the 
implementation of their digital document process solutions. 

The Outlook For Government Digital Transformation Is Bright

Figure 10

“Which of the following initiatives are likely to be your department’s top priorities 
during the next 12 months?”

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility for digital document processes and e-signatures at US government agencies
Note: Showing “High priority” and “Critical priority.”
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

Digitizing customer/
citizen-facing services  

Moving from paper and 
manual form operations 
to digital document journeys 

Modernizing legacy 
technology  

Moving to 
the cloud

63% 59%

62% 58%
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Figure 11

Government Agencies Plan To Leverage Government Funding To Support 
Digital Transformation

Base: 160 decision-makers with responsibility for digital document processes and e-signatures at US government agencies
Source: A commissioned study by Forrester Consulting on behalf of Adobe, August 2021

• Government funding will further accelerate digital transformation. 
The Technology Modernization Fund (TMF) was established in 2017, but 
with an additional $1 billion placed in the fund through the American 
Rescue Plan, agencies have a significant opportunity to access funding 
and accelerate their digital transformations. This study found that 
agencies intend to utilize government funding for digital initiatives, 
with 39% of government decision-makers stating that their agency has 
already applied for funding for digital transformation, and another 35% 
said their agency plans to apply within the next 12 months (see Figure 
11). Eighty-nine percent said their agency uses or plans to use this 
funding for digital document solutions and 69% said the funding will go 
toward e-signature technology.

Yes, my department has applied 
for these types of funding.

No, but my department plans to 
apply for these types of funding 
in the next 12 months.

No, my department does not 
plan to apply for these types 
of funding.

39%
35%

19%
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Key Recommendations
 
The rapid progress government agencies have made with their digital 
transformations during the pandemic shows not only that government 
can digitally transform, but that it can do so at speed. The transformation 
progress that agencies have made with digital document processes from 
before the pandemic to today is impressive, and data shows this progress 
will continue as agencies seek to deliver on sustainability and high-quality 
citizen and employee experiences. 

Forrester’s in-depth survey of US government decision-makers about 
digital document processes and e-signatures yielded several important 
recommendations, including:

Don’t hold back. Go for a phased deployment. 

Respondents said technology integration and the number of processes to be 
digitized held back their agencies’ digital document process deployments. 
Because these solutions can be deployed in isolation and ahead of 
full process digitization, government agencies should focus on phased 
deployments. Deploy rapidly and initially in isolation or with application-
based integrations to ensure your agency can deliver strong citizen 
and employee experiences while maintaining business continuity. In the 
meantime, plan how you will further integrate these solutions, optimize them, 
and more widely deploy them as legacy technology is modernized and as 
cloud-enabled enabling processes are digitized at scale.

Modernize tools and technology to enable a high-quality  
employee experience. 

Having engaged and productive employees is critical to attracting new 
hires, employee retention, and mission success. Agencies should focus on 
enabling employees to make progress on work that matters and remove 
burdensome tasks that distract them by modernizing workforce technology. 
As the “Great Resignation” takes hold, it will be critical to have strong EX. 
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Make citizens interaction with government easy, effective,  
and emotionally positive. 

Give citizens the opportunity to digitally engage with government, and 
make it easy for them to achieve what they set out to do. Enabling digital 
document processes and e-signatures enables a better citizen experience 
and allows interactions with government to become easy, effective, and 
actionable when and where it’s convenient for citizens.

For the good of the planet, continue to digitize paper-based processes. 

Government decision-makers said they see the importance of sustainability, 
and they ranked it as a top priority. Agencies should continue to move 
toward digital document processes and continue to reduce the amount of 
paper used and the related carbon footprint for production, printing, and 
storage. These changes will help agencies make positive progress toward 
the governmentwide approach to climate change and reach their own 
sustainability goals while having a positive impact on the environment. 
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AGENCY SEGMENT
Local government (32%) 32%

State government (34%) 34%

Federal government (34%) 34%

POSITION
Executive (23%) 23%

Senior employee (41%) 41%

Mid-level employee (37%) 37%

COUNTRY
US 100%

SECTOR
Government 100%

RESPONDENT FUNCTION
Legal and compliance (38%) 38%

IT (28%) 28%

Citizen services (21%) 21%

Human resources (13%) 13%

In this study, Forrester conducted an online survey 
of 160 decision-makers at US federal, state, and local 
government agencies to evaluate the state of government 
digital transformation and the adoption of digital document 
processes. The study began in July 2021 and was 
completed in September 2021.

Appendix A: Methodology

Appendix B: Demographics

Project Director: Dylan McKendry, 
Market Impact Consultant and 
Line Larrivaud, Market Impact 
Consultant 

Contributing Research: 
Forrester’s Customer Experience, 
Infrastructure and Operations, CIO 
and Security and Risk research 
groups
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