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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report focuses on the Philadelphia Department of Records (DOR) and its new traffic 
accident report portal. The online portal is a way for residents to request a copy of their 
accident reports without the drawbacks and delays of traditional records requests. 

I conducted research and gathered information through two focus group sessions. The 
sessions focused on marketing but yielded good insight into what deters residents from 
using DOR resources. I also requested interviews with police records managers across the 
country. I learned that communication with citizens at first contact is important. Police are 
not always the best at letting residents know how to get their records. Both methods of 
research made clear that the fees the city charges to request records go against the city’s 
goal of greater equity and access. 

This report suggests that the Department of Records (DOR) establish collaborative 
partnerships with other institutions in Philadelphia, including the Police. Subsequently, it 
should advocate for the mayor’s office to revisit fee reform. Lastly, the marketing strategy 
outlined by Rosales Communications (refer to Appendix 1) is excellent. The DOR should 
focus on ensuring the “on the ground” communicators are well-equipped to inform 
residents of the portal. Based on feedback from interviews, police do not consistently do 
well showing the public how to get their records. 

INTRODUCTION 

There is no escape from the digital age, and this is particularly true in the world of police 
records management. 

ABOUT THE PHILADELPHIA DEPARTMENT OF RECORDS  

The Philadelphia Department of Records (DOR) provides inclusive, efficient, and effective 
service to City agencies and the public in the management of City records in the following 
areas: recording and maintenance of all land title documents in Philadelphia, including the 
collection of local and state realty transfer taxes and recording fees; management and 
operation of the City Records Storage Center, which contains the inactive physical 
business records of all City agencies; copying and form management services for City 
agencies in the City’s Central Duplication facility, and photographic services for City 
agencies by the City’s official photographer. and public access to records, including 
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financial disclosure forms, public safety reports, land records, City Archives, and City 
regulation public notices.1 

THE PROBLEMS WITH TRAFFIC ACCIDENT REPORTS 

The traditional way to request a traffic accident report prioritizes the resident going online 
to download a form. After downloading the form, the requestor must mail it to the 
department and pay a fee to cover services.  

The process makes sense but there are a few issues with this system that the department 
identified over years of work. 

Only three staff are available to work on this process. The DOR does not have a large 
staff and in a city that reports 58,000 vehicle accidents each year, it is easy to be 
overwhelmed.2 

The system is not intuitive for individual users. The traditional method works best for 
third parties who can easily navigate the request process for an additional fee. The DOR 
strives for efficiency and inclusivity 

TIME TO TRY SOMETHING NEW…  SOMETHING ONLINE 

The new traffic accident report portal is the records team’s remedy to challenges the old 
method made clear. 

After creating an account with a valid email, the user can request an accident report. The 
new portal intends to be more intuitive with clear instructions and a guided process 
accessible on a computer or mobile device. The online portal should also free up more 
time for the already limited police records team to focus on other tasks as needed. 

WHAT TO EXPECT IN THIS REPORT 

Because of the timing of the capstone project and the launch of the online portal, I could 
not do a program evaluation as originally intended.  

 
1 Cherelle L Parker, “SIX-YEAR CAPITAL PROGRAM FOR FISCAL YEARS 2025-2030 CAPITAL BUDGET FOR 
FISCAL YEAR 2025,” n.d. 
2 “Philadelphia Confronts Mounting Pedestrian Deaths as Rise in Reckless Driving Hits National Tipping 
Point,” PhillyVoice, February 17, 2022, https://www.phillyvoice.com/pedestrian-deaths-philly-cars-hit-and-
run-traffic-crashes-reckless-driving/. 

https://public-safety-reports.phila.gov/
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Instead, this report will highlight key findings from a focus group conducted by Rosales 
Communications and my Interview with the Dallas Police Department. 

This report will also provide recommendations for a future evaluation at a time when the 
department can accumulate enough administrative data for its findings. I will also provide 
three evaluation questions the department should use to structure a future evaluation of 
the portal. 

FOCUS GROUPS OVERVIEW 

During the planning phase of my capstone, The DOR brought in the services of Rosales 
Communications to develop a marketing plan for the traffic accident portal. Their research 
phase included focus groups with residents. 

The purpose of these two focus groups was not to provide answers to the problems 
mentioned in the introduction. However, I was able to sit in on these focus groups and hear 
comments from residents who will potentially use this portal in the future. It is a limitation 
that I could not conduct my focus group with questions tailored to ease of use and other 
questions centered on future issues.  
 

FOCUS GROUP METHODOLOGY 

On December 19th, 2023, Rosales Communications conducted two focus group sessions 
over Zoom. The groups included a purposive sample taken from administrative data. The 
residents selected are accident or crime victims who need to access a document from the 
city. The residents observed various slides on the topics of the current system, and other 
comparable systems already in use. The selection came from recommendations and 
referrals from a list of agencies that provide victims' services. 
 

The coordinator of the focus group asked the same questions to both groups. In total both 
groups were 19, 17 in the first group and two in the second group. Both sessions were 30 
mins – 1 hour each. The larger group of 17 happened at noon and the smaller group was in 
the evening around 7 pm. The time of the group sessions likely explains the disparity in size 
between groups. 

Rosales Communications asked the same questions to both groups in the same order: 

• How user-friendly do you find the crime report websites in terms of navigation and 
accessibility? 
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• Can you share your experience with downloading any crime or accident reports 
from the current websites? Were there any challenges or aspects that stood out to 
you? 

• What features online do you find most valuable in accessing and obtaining crime or 
incident reports? 

• How assured are you when navigating online, knowing that you can easily access all 
the necessary information from your crime or traffic accident reports? 

• Are there any specific improvements or additional features you would like to see on 
the new website to enhance your experience or make the process of obtaining 
reports smoother? 

Next, Residents viewed advertisements with instructions for requesting records from the 
following cities/states/organizations 

• Laredo, TX 
• Elizabeth, NJ 
• Phoenix, AZ 
• Ohio 
• Missouri 
• Hawaii 
• Third Party companies that manage requests from residents 

 

The findings from Rosales Communications are attached in Appendix 1. Below are 
additional findings I generated through personal analysis of both group sessions. 

FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS 

The residents see the $25 fee as a deterrent. 

Multiple residents identified the fee as a pain point without any mention from the focus 
group coordinator. One resident expected that the records request process would be free 
and expressed some dissatisfaction with the fee being high. 

There was confusion on the records request process depending on who the resident 
learned it from. 

The residents in the groups identified a few various sources of where they learned about 
the process. One resident said the police officer at the accident wrote the instructions on a 
piece of paper. Another resident was fortunate to live on the same block as their state 
representative and obtained instruction from the Representative’s office 
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Residents will avoid the portal if they assume the process is too long. 

One resident expected a long and onerous process only to find that it was not a protracted 
process at all. Hassle factors like a perceived waste of time can discourage a resident from 
starting the process. This issue may be solved in the future based on the marketing plan’s 
suggestions. 

FINDINGS FROM POLICE DEPARTMENT INTERVIEW 

For this section, I reached out to four cities similar in size and population to Philadelphia 
Phoenix, San Diego, Dallas, and Los Angeles.3 

INTERVIEW METHODOLOGY 

In other cities, the traffic records are under the custody of an internal records division 
within the local police department. I attempted to contact these records divisions by email 
and direct phone calls.  

It was difficult to contact each agency as most call lines were ill-equipped to field the 
questions I hoped to ask. Most departments redirected me across various contacts with 
only one, Dallas, TX accepting an interview on traffic requests. 

A lack of proper contact information is a limitation of my work for these findings. Because 
of this limitation, I can only pull findings from one source, a supervisor from the Dallas 
Police Department, who shall remain anonymous. 

I asked a series of four questions and the interview lasted about ten minutes over the 
phone. The questions are located below in the order I presented them: 

1. Do you feel residents in your city know how to get accident reports? 
2. Do you think residents are reluctant to request accident reports on their own? 
3. If you could give a bit of advice on how to make the accident request system better, 

what would it be?  
4. Do you have any other comments on what can be improved with this system? 

INTERVIEW FINDINGS 

I identified three findings in my interview notes that could corroborate the decisions of 
Phila. Dept. of Records or provide insight for future considerations: 

 
3 “List of United States Cities by Population,” in Wikipedia, February 26, 2024, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=List_of_United_States_cities_by_population&oldid=1210492359. 
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Dallas has two options for records requests, online and in-person. A six-dollar fee 
covers the cost of the online service or the traditional method of going into an office. 

This is in line with the options Philadelphia residents now have. One advantage Dallas has 
is a much more reasonable fee of six dollars. The anonymous supervisor explained further 
that the revenue for the fee goes back into the maintenance of their online system. Is it the 
same for Philadelphia, or is the revenue from the twenty-five-dollar fee split amongst 
different areas? I reached out to the controller’s office for comment unsuccessfully.  

In my personal experience as a records manager, choice for the population you serve is a 
good thing and prevents frustration for the consumer. I can see a future where two options 
become just one, digital, as younger generations are comfortable with the medium. 

Online saves about 10 days turnover compared to the old way of a paper request. 

From a resident’s perspective, online delivery sounds like a fantastic use of public funding 
and suggests that Philadelphia is on the correct track and adapting to an increasingly 
online society. 

Most residents were not aware of how to get their records until informed by the police 
officer at the accident or by the police department. 

It is easy for information to be missed at the initial point of contact after an accident. I 
noticed a similar comment in the Rosales Communications focus groups. In Dallas, the 
police hand those involved in the accident a card with instructions on how to get their 
records. The interviewee criticized this policy because the cards are not descriptive 
enough and the officers do not take enough time to explain the instructions and help avoid 
confusion. Philadelphia police at times write instructions on a piece of paper leading to 
more potential confusion. 

ADDITIONAL OBSERVATION 

The findings in this section come from observations separate from the interview and focus 
groups. (research, client questions, etc.) 

During the process of making an account, the verification email the portal sent to me 
went directly to a spam folder. 

The verification email issue I discovered through Gmail may be true for other residents or 
may be a small error. I did not test for this error beyond one interaction. 

WHAT THE DEPARTMENT OF RECORDS SHOULD DO NOW 
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Below are some recommendations on what the department can do right now to help the 
online portal succeed based on my deductions from the interview and focus groups. 

Philadelphia should push on social media and the news on how to best get info. It is an 
effective way to make sure residents are as informed as possible. 

As time goes on, you will have to meet residents where they are. All kinds of things get in 
the way of effective communication. Understandably, every accident will not result in 
perfect communication even with fixes because accidents are inherently chaotic. Social 
media engagement would help add clarity to the records request process. 

Records Divisions and Police Departments should educate the officers on how to best 
inform residents at the point of the accident. Verbal instruction is good, but the cards 
are not great in the opinion of the individual interviewed. 

The interviewee elected to emphasize this point when asked if there was any additional 
advice. There is not a smooth connection between records practices and the 
implementors of the policy. Different departments coordinating on one issue have trouble 
establishing a system that is effective for everyone involved. 

WHAT RECORDS SHOULD DO IN FUTURE EVALUATIONS 

The evaluation questions we designed are still relevant in 2024 and beyond and are listed 
below. In May 2023, when this project was originally designed to be a program evaluation, 
DOR and I established 3 evaluation questions. The questions are below with suggestions 
and insights based on my findings. 

The Philadelphia DOR has a very qualified data team already working on projects. My 
recommendations will focus less on methodologies and more on themes derived from the 
focus groups and interviews  

The Department of Records should wait a minimum of 6 months post-
marketing/community engagement implementation to evaluate the portal’s success. 

As of the time of this report, the portal is operating but marketing is in the late planning 
stages. The DOR should give time for residents to try things out and formulate good 
instructive feedback on the following evaluation questions. 

QUESTION 1 

Does the new portal lead to faster processing times? 
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The police record team is small and the portal in concept should lead to better processing 
times and quicker turnover for residents. In my interview with the Dallas Police 
Department, I found that their turnaround time improved by about 10 days when they 
converted to an online system. The department likely knows their processing time before 
the portal and after the marketing strategy goes live. 

Records should also investigate if the Philadelphia Police Department has any issues 
submitting records after an accident. Government records managers know that the creator 
of records often holds on to records longer than they need to without some sort of 
administrative enforcement. PPD may already be efficient as they are accountable to 
citizens with these records. If there is available funding, identifying roadblocks between 
agencies is valuable. 

QUESTION 2 

Does the new portal encourage more residents to use the record request system 
instead of companies? 
 
Optimally, every resident should feel confident in using the portal without the help of an 
organization like a law firm for example. In our 2023 meeting, Department leadership 
highlighted civilian dependence on third parties as a barrier to equity in the traditional 
report request process. 
 
Surveys, interviews, or focus groups are all effective ways to track portal use by outside 
organizations. The portal also asks if you are an individual or an organization when you 
register indicating there is a way to track metrics. I suggest tracking trends with both 
residents and organizations to see what level of impact the portal has on equity in this 
aspect. 

QUESTION 3 

Do the residents who use the portal find it easy to use? 
 
If a consumer sees something as a hassle, they will not use it. Is this portal easier for the 
target audience than the paper form? Common knowledge assumes that younger 
residents will have an easy time using the portal and older residents will try to avoid it or 
request the traditional paper records request.  

Difficulty with the records request process was a common theme in the focus groups. 
Some dreaded a long exhausting process only to realize it was not bad and others were ill-
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equipped with bad instructions scribbled on paper. Anecdotally I see older clients in my 
work are hesitant to use technology in general. The department will get insightful data if the 
team factors resident age into their research. 

The DOR needs to decide how it wants to define “easy to use” in a future evaluation. A 
good definition will steer the data team in the right direction 

The community engagement plan along with a flyer or card for police to hand out will also 
be helpful. Keeping Dallas PD’s warning in mind, just handing out materials will not be 
enough. The community engagement plan designed by Rosales Communications will give 
Philadelphia an advantage over what Dallas currently has. Philadelphia can avoid some of 
the growing pains other cities face while going online. 

With these recommended questions in mind, I would like to highlight one final 
recommendation. What can the city do about the fee? 

THE RECORDS REQUEST FEE: FUTURE STUDY RECOMMENDATION  

The records fee came up in conversation many times throughout the capstone. I heard 
complaints about it in my research, informal conversations about the capstone, and both 
focus group sessions. After a conversation with the records commissioner, I conducted 
additional research into fees and would like to propose an idea on how to move forward 
with fees in the future. 

A $25 fee is required due to Philadelphia Code § 21-2002. Fees. The language from the 
Philadelphia Code and the Pennsylvania Vehicle Code are detailed below. 

The information on the ordinance, supplied by the records commissioner, is below in its 
original language. I also discovered that Commonwealth law restricts the maximum fee to 
the current price of $25. The City of Philadelphia elected to charge the maximum fee. 

Philadelphia Code § 21-2002. Fees.4 

• The fee for providing a copy of a police accident report, or for providing 
information from such report, shall be twenty-five dollars ($25). 

Section 3751 Title 75 Reports by Police. Paragraph (b) (3)5 

 
4 “CHAPTER 21-2000. POLICE ACCIDENT REPORTS,” American Legal Publishing, accessed February 11, 
2024, https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/philadelphia/latest/philadelphia_pa/0-0-0-302261. 
5 “Section 3751.0 - Title 75 - VEHICLES,” accessed March 23, 2024, 
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/WU01/LI/LI/CT/HTM/75/00.037.051.000..HTM?71. 



 11 

• (3)  In a city of the first class, the cost of furnishing a copy of a report under this 
subsection shall not exceed $25. 

The Department of Records should make a concerted effort to lower or eliminate the 
$25 fee that comes with every records request.  

Eliminating fees is not a zero-sum process for the government. Equity is a common goal in 
the city’s departments and agencies. There would be underlying benefits relating to equity 
and financial freedom. 

There is a far more pejorative effect on the resident who has already dealt with the anxiety 
of a traffic accident. There is no criminal penalty for not paying the fee (you just do not get 
the record) but Philadelphia is America’s poorest big city. 6  The fee forces residents to 
sacrifice something else to pay for what is more affordable or free in other cities. 

  

 
6 “Philadelphia Is ‘America’s Poorest Big City.’ Here’s What That Actually Means,” WHYY (blog), accessed 
March 23, 2024, https://whyy.org/articles/philadelphia-americas-poorest-big-city-poverty/. 
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Records Fees in Similar Cities 

City Traffic Accident Record Fee 

Dallas $6  

Phoenix $5  

San Diego $12  

Los Angeles $11  

Allegheny County (Pittsburgh) $6-$20* 

*Price depends on the type of record 

In the FY22 Budget, the Kenney administration proposed fee reform in prisons, records 
would be a fascinating pilot test on the impact of fees.7 I identify the removal of the fee as a 
terrific way for the city to make a clear and tangible change to an institutional roadblock. 

Massive fee reform rooted in equity could be a larger initiative led by the mayor’s office that 
makes this records database successful and builds trust in the city’s institutional 
structures. 

While its significance to the city is true, the $25 fee is a significant barrier to equity. I 
recognize that this fee is important enough to be embedded in the Home Rule Charter.  

The mayor’s office in partnership with DOR and other fee-driven agencies should 
consider Durham, North Carolina’s 12-month reform strategy8 

• Team creation: City staff, city council members, and community members all 
join the reform effort. 

• Assessment: Conduct departmental and community assessments. 
• Analysis: Refine your reform proposals through data analysis and further 

community/internal stakeholder engagement. 

 
7 “The Impact of Criminal Court and Prison Fines and Fees in Philadelphia,” accessed March 24, 2024, 
https://www.phila.gov/media/20210505004207/FinesandFees-final.pdf. 
8 Anjali Chainani and Priya Sarathy Jones, “Why and How Local Governments Across the Country Are 
Reforming Fines and Fees,” September 7, 2021, https://icma.org/blog-posts/why-and-how-local-
governments-across-country-are-reforming-fines-and-fees. 
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• Implementation: Recommend and implement pilots and projects. 

The Philadelphia Police Department is another resource that the Records Department 
needs to coordinate with to succeed. 

As long as crime exists in the city, the police will have stable funding. Partnership with PPD 
would free up potential funds for the portal, materials, or fee reform should the 
department decide to pursue these options. The Dallas PD warned that first contact with 
police is a problem in the records process. The marketing ideas from Rosales 
Communications are excellent and will be most effective when informed and informative 
police officers play their part well. 

CONCLUSION 

Overall, the Department is in a great position for the portal to be a success. Still, there is 
the opportunity for larger reform and policy that would bring better equity and access to a 
city in need of relief 

As I stated earlier in the report, time was a large limitation in this study. I only had a few 
months to collect data and the department leadership had many obligations and a mayoral 
transition year to work around. With the portal launch delayed to mid-winter, we missed an 
opportunity to collect good data and use habits. The Department of Records has an 
excellent data team to manage this once the portal has more time in the public 

As time elapses, the city should continue my research on fee reform, a difficult goal that is 
likely worth the trouble. Continue interviewing police records managers in cities similar to 
Philadelphia. The Dallas PD interview was enlightening with a view into what Philadelphia’s 
future may be. The department should have an easier time gaining access to 
knowledgeable individuals. There is no escape from the digital future, but there is much 
opportunity to take control of it and use it for good! 
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THANK YOU 

For those who have read this far. This capstone was a project that needed much support to 
be possible considering time limitations. Thank you for taking the time to hear what I have 
to say and considering my ideas. I would like to highlight a few people who were directly 
involved in making this capstone study a joyful one to conduct 

My Capstone Advisors: Anjali Chainani and Claire Robertson Kraft 

Fels Staff who helped me contact Dept of Records: Lauren Russell and Mike DiBerardinis 

Phila Dept of Records Leadership: Commissioner, James Leonard and Deputy 
Commissioner, Tracey Williams 

Head of Rosales Communications: Percy Rosales 


