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One of the key aspects of new public management reforms is the central role that has been given to citizens as 
partners or clients of government, instead of subordinates. The citizen now plays a central role in modernization 
processes. For these (and other) reasons we have seen an explosion of literature about trust in government and 
civil service in recent years. Measures like citizens’ charters and the establishment of ombudsmen fit perfectly 
within this framework. In this contribution, we will focus on the latter. Most European nations now have one or 
more institutions that deal with citizens’ complaints about government. Political and administrative rhetoric both 
attribute a great deal of positive qualities to this institution. Ombudsmen would give citizens who have problems 
with the civil service a last opportunity to fix this. Moreover, by doing this ombudsmen help to strengthen trust in 
government and civil service. It is however striking that few empirical studies have investigated these theoretical 
assumptions. Based on three surveys in Belgium, we will argue that: 
 

1. Complainants do not form a ‘representative sample’ of the entire population. Citizens who contact the 
ombudsman are already bureaucratically competent.  

2. The role of ombudsmen in restoring trust in government and civil service is very limited.  
 
Based on these findings we will outline some implications for the relationship between ombudsmen and public 
administration. More specifically, we will argue that the ombudsman should be seen as a partner/engineer 
instead of a controller focussing on individual problems. We will use data from two separate studies about the 
national (postal survey), regional and municipal (telephone survey) ombudsman in Belgium. 
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³7KH� FODVVLFDO� RPEXGVPDQ� LV� D� SXEOLF� VHFWRU� RIILFH� HVWDEOLVKHG� E\� WKH� OHJLVODWLYH� EUDQFK� RI� JRYHUQPHQW� WR�
PRQLWRU� DQG� UHJXODWH� WKH� DGPLQLVWUDWLYH� DFWLYLWLHV� RI� WKH� H[HFXWLYH� EUDQFK´ (Reif, 1999). The number of 
ombudsman institutions is growing at a fascinating rate since several decades. For citizens, ombudsmen are an 
alternative to following expensive and complicated judicial procedures. Individual problems are often solved in a 
quick and flexible way. This is the individual role of ombudsmen. Most ombudsmen also have an annual report 
(some have special reports), in which they present their most important recommendations. Based on these 
recommendations laws, regulations or organisational structures can be altered. This is the collective dimension 
of the ombudsman function. The ombudsman has no power to make decisions binding on government, but does 
have the right to reveal problems within public administration and persuade administration and parliament to 
follow his recommendations (Reif, 1999). 
 
We distinguish between two types of ombudsmen: classical and non-classical. Both are part of different ‘waves’. 
The former can be seen as part of the wave of public sector reforms that took place since the 1980s. The latter is 
a part of the spread of democracy around the globe. We will deal with the classical ombudsman first. Non-
classical ombudsmen will be discussed in the part about ombudsman roles.  
 

                                                 
1 Special thanks to Rudolf Maes, Frankie Schram and Steven Van de Walle for their helpful comments.  
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Pollitt (2000) describes four trends of public sector reform, two of which are relevant here2. First, there is a: 
 

“PRYHPHQW� DZD\� IURP� DQ� LPSHUVRQDO� IRUP� RI� DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ� WRZDUGV� RQH� ZKLFK� DFWLYHO\� DQG� IOH[LEO\�
VHHNV� WR� VDWLVI\� WKRVH� XVHUV� ZKR� QHHG� WR� XVH� LWV� VHUYLFHV�� �«�� 7KLV� DOVR� FDUULHV� YHU\� ZLGH�UDQJLQJ�
LPSOLFDWLRQV��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WHUPV�RI�FXOWXUDO�FKDQJH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�SXEOLF�VHFWRU��WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�V\VWHPV�
IRU� FRPSODLQWV� DQG� UHGUHVV� RI� JULHYDQFHV�� UHODWLRQV� EHWZHHQ� PDQDJHUV� DQG� SURIHVVLRQDO� VWDII� DQG�
V\VWHPV�IRU�HQFRXUDJLQJ�WKH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�RI�FLWL]HQV�LQ�YDULRXV�DVSHFWV�RI�VHUYLFH�SODQQLQJ�DQG�GHOLYHU\”. 

 
In the New Public Management (NPM) paradigm, consumer sovereignty is seen as a key element by a.o. 
Aberbach & Christensen (2005). Less attention however is given to obligations towards the community. This was 
clearly visible in the UK’s Citizen’s Charter, where choice and competition were key elements. In contrast to the 
republican tradition, citizens were primarily seen as self-interested individuals and not as a part of a community 
that transcends their individual interests (Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Drewry, 2005). Even though NPM is 
often highly contested (e.g. Box et al., 2001) it is clear that there is an increased focus by governments on the 
citizen as a whole, and on the citizen as client/consumer in particular. As a result of this, several governments 
have taken initiatives to monitor or strengthen trust in government (for an overview, see Van de Walle, Van 
Roosbroek & Bouckaert, 2005). 
 
Secondly, Pollitt (2000) sees a movement away from a legalistic/bureaucratic approach, and a larger emphasis 
on output and outcome instead of input. Public administration wanted to be more flexible, and less bound to 
rules. The ombudsman phenomenon fits perfectly well within these two trends. Ombudsmen are flexible in that 
they are a relatively fast alternative to juridical solutions. Complaining is made as easy as possible, and is almost 
always free of charge. Ombudsmen evaluate complaints in a non-legalistic manner. What matters most, is the 
fairness of the outcome. In the words of Pollitt (2000) ombudsmen actively and flexibly seek to satisfy those 
users who need their services and the services of public administration.  
 
Even though the theoretical benefits of ombudsmen are quite clear, we want to warn against excessive optimism 
about the individual role of ombudsmen. The profile of people contacting ombudsmen is still very specific. Also, 
the often made assumption that ombudsmen help significantly to restore trust in government may be too 
optimistic. Based on these findings we argue that ombudsmen should focus more on their collective role, namely 
improving administrative performance.  
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There are ombudsmen in all forms and shapes (Figure 1). A first distinction is the one between ombudsmen in 
the public and the private sector. Their playing fields are of course vastly different. More specifically some see 
troubles with regards to the ombudsman’s independence. In several cases, the private ombudsman is 
dependent on the organisation he is supposed to control, whereby most public ombudsmen depend on 
parliament and control government3. One could however argue that this is a 'de juro' approach. In some 
democracies government controls parliament 'de facto', meaning that governments are more powerful in practice 
and parliament usually follows what government decides. In reality, the impartiality of some public ombudsmen is 
indeed contested4. 
 
Within the sector of public ombudsmen, we can make a distinction between ‘general’ and ‘specific’ ombudsmen. 
The former deal with complaints of (almost) the entire administration. The latter have been given a specific 
jurisdiction, and will not be able to investigate all complaints relating to administrative behaviour. In Sweden 
there is a special ombudsman for equal opportunities. Finland has ombudsmen for gender equality, the rights of 
ethnic minorities, children’s welfare and consumer protection. In Belgium, ombudsmen exist for postal services, 
the railway service, pensions,…  
 
<Insert  Figure 1> 
�

                                                 
2 We will not discuss the use of market mechanisms and the modernization of financial management. 
3 There are however several exceptions.  
4 e.g. www.ombudsmanwatch.org 
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In this paper we will focus on (the Belgian variant of) general public ombudsmen. Just like there are differences 
between public and private ombudsmen, between general and specific ombudsmen, there are differences within 
the sector of general public ombudsmen as well. To position the Belgian example, a brief overview of 
ombudsman roles is necessary. 
 
Gregory (2002) distinguishes between two main types of ombudsmen, depending on the country they function 
in. The pioneers of the ombudsman institute (Sweden, Finland, Norway, Denmark and New Zealand) are all high 
income, stable democracies with rule of law. Their goal was to provide a fast, effective and user-friendly way of 
protecting the citizen against maladministration. This was necessary since governments were having an 
increasing impact on citizens’ lives. The ombudsman was seen as an antidote for ‘big government’. About the 
same thing is true for the former colonial states which had inherited democratic institutions. Institutions in these 
countries can be seen as ‘classical’ ombudsman.  
 
But ³DV� µRPEXGVPDQLD¶� KDV� JURZQ�� VR�� QRW� VXUSULVLQJO\�� KDV� LWV� GLYHUVLW\´� (de Asper y Valdes, 1999). In the 
second part of the 20th century, the institution rapidly spread around the globe. After the democratic revolutions 
in Spain and Portugal a third wave of democratisation dramatically lowered the number of authoritarian regimes. 
Structural democratic change (parliament, elections,…) went pretty fast. But citizens and public officials never 
knew the basics of the rule of law, integrity and human rights. In this field, there was a new task for ombudsmen 
in the new democracies. As Gregory (2002) puts it: 
 

³8QGHUO\LQJ� WKH� ZLGHVSUHDG� SRSXODULW\� RI� WKH� LQVWLWXWLRQ�� LW� VHHPV�� LV� WKH� SHUFHSWLRQ� WKDW� WKH�
2PEXGVPDQ�FRQFHSW�ZKRVH�WLPH�KDV�FRPH��DQG� LQGHHG�FRPH�WZLFH��ZLWK�WKH�VHFRQG�ZDYH�RI�
2PEXGVPDQ�2IILFHV�VDWLVI\LQJ�WKH�QHHG�QRW�VR�PXFK�IRU�DFFRXQWDEOH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�LQ�DQ�DJH�RI�
µELJ�JRYHUQPHQW¶�� LWV�SULPDU\�IXQFWLRQ� LQ� WKH�:HVW��EXW�SURYLGLQJ�UDWKHU�D�YDOXHG�ZHDSRQ� LQ� WKH�
VWUXJJOH� DJDLQVW� WKH� UHFXUUHQFH� RI� µEDG� JRYHUQDQFH¶� LQ� VWDWHV� µHQ� URXWH¶� WR� OLEHUDO� GHPRFUDF\�
IURP�D�WRWDOLWDULDQ�RU�DXWKRULWDULDQ�SDVW�´�

 
This new role can even be shown by simply examining the names of ombudsmen. In Spain the constitution 
foresees a ‘Defensor del Pueblo’, a defender of the people. In Ukraine there is a ‘Parliament Commissioner for 
Human Rights’. In Bulgaria the yearly report of the ombudsman has to contain information on the respect of 
human rights. In Bosnia-Herzegovina and Albania there is a ‘Human Rights Ombudsman’. We clearly see a 
distinction between ombudsmen dealing with ‘hard’ human rights in newly democratic states, and ombudsmen 
dealing with more ‘soft’ rights in established democracies.  
 
As for the case we are examining within this framework, Belgium should be seen as an example of an 
ombudsman in a high-income established democracy5. Yet there are some other specific aspects of the Belgian 
case, which we will discuss below. 
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To comprehend the establishment of the ombudsman office in Belgium, one has to understand the (perceived) 
crisis in the relationship between citizens and government that arose in the nineties. The murder of the leading 
socialist politician André Cools in 1991 started a series of events that seriously harmed the reputation of the 
entire politico-administrative system. The election of 24 November 1991 was a second moment of crisis. This 
election constituted the breakthrough of the extreme right ‘Vlaams Blok’ (‘Flemish Bloc’) party. Politicians, 
journalists and political scientist were surprised by the score obtained by this party. A third event that shocked 
the nation was a paedophilia crisis in 1996. In August 1996 Marc Dutroux and his companions were arrested for 
abducting, raping and killing several girls. The resulting public anger transformed gradually. At first anger was 
mainly aimed at Dutroux himself, but later the authorities were targeted as well. The perceived malfunctioning of 
the judicial system resulted in a ‘White March’ attained by 300.000 citizens. A last event was the Agusta scandal 
that erupted in 1993. Several leading members of the socialist party were found guilty of corruption in a bribery 
scandal. This led a.o. to the resignation of Willy Claes as secretary-general of the NATO.   
 

                                                 
5 Belgium has universal suffrage for males and females since respectively 1919 and 1948. When looking at GDP 
per capita in PPS, Belgium is ranked 7th out of the 25 EU-countries by Eurostat. 
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By now, it should be clear that the nineties were rather turbulent in Belgium. In 1997 and 1999 Belgium was the 
country with the lowest trust in government in the Eurobarometer surveys. The crisis necessitated reforms in the 
public sector. It is within this framework that the Belgian government has taken several measures that sought to 
strengthen trust in government. On the political front, several measures were taken, based on rhetoric of a ‘new 
political culture’. On the part of the relationship between citizens and public administration, a UK-like ‘citizen’s 
charter’ was launched in 1992, with limited success (Thijs, Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2005). Later, in 2000 
there was a global administrative reform, called the ‘Copernic-reform’. The main idea behind this reform was that 
the citizen no longer had to revolve around public administration, but public administration had to revolve around 
the citizen (Thijs & Van de Walle, 2005).  
 
One of the other measures taken by the Belgian government was the introduction of an ombudsman. Even 
though there had been legislative proposals starting from the sixties, it would take until 1995 until the 
ombudsman law was voted (Anciaux, 1990). There are two main reasons why this time the initiative succeeded. 
First, it was the government itself that initiated the legislative procedure, and not a member of parliament. 
Government proposals have a much higher rate of success in the Belgian parliament. Second, the perceived 
crisis in the relation between citizens and government made this topic a priority. The draft law explicitly mentions 
the confidence gap between citizen and government as an important ambition of the new institution. In the end 
the law passes with no votes against, and some abstentions.  
 
Early 1997 the first Belgian ombudsman took office6. Since they started their mandate, the ombudsmen’s 
relation with parliament has been troubled instead of constructive. The reason for this is threefold. The first 
annual ombudsman report, in which he asked for a constitutional protection of the ombudsman institution, 
shocked members of parliament and offended their sense of honor (Belgische Kamer van 
volksvertegenwoordigers et al., 2001). Secondly, there is the politico-administrative culture of Belgium. Citizens 
encountering problems with public administration often ask for an intervention by a local politician7. This has led 
to a situation where some politicians consider ombudsmen as competition. Lastly, there is the way in which 
issues make it to the policy arena in Belgium. The agenda is often filled in an accidental way (Deschouwer, 
2002). The fact that an ombudsman only gets media publicity once a year (when he presents his annual report) 
therefore is a disadvantage for his impact. 
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In this paper we want to find an answer to two questions. First we want to know who files a complaint at the 
ombudsman office. We have shown that ombudsmen want to be accessible and flexible, as opposed to juridical 
procedures that are often complicated and expensive. If it is easy to complain for all individuals, then we can 
expect that the profile of complainants is roughly the same as the profile of the average citizen. This is part of the 
individual role of ombudsmen. In the collective role ombudsmen give feedback to parliament and public 
administration about what can be improved in the functioning of government. An important question is whether 
the complaints the ombudsman receives are representative for what goes wrong within public administration.  
 
The second research question deals with the role of the ombudsman in a desired outcome of public sector 
reforms: strengthening trust. Just like the ombudsman institution, literature about trust has grown exponentially 
the last decades. We investigate what the role of the ombudsman can be in strengthening trust in government.  
 
To find an answer to our questions we conducted a postal survey with 295 Dutch speaking complainants in the 
first half of 2004. We only looked at complaints that were dealt with in the year 2001. Most ombudsmen also 
receive a lot of requests for information and inadmissible complaints. Sometimes they refer citizens to another 
ombudsman. We did not investigate these things, since it is not the ‘core business’ of the Belgian ombudsman 
(and other ombudsmen). The response rate in our survey was 58%, which can be considered as reasonable, 
especially since a number of people have moved to another address between 2001 and 2004.  
 

                                                 
6 Actually there are two ombudsmen at the Belgian level: one for Dutch speaking and one for French speaking. 
7 A recent survey in Flanders (Belgium) indicated that about 12% of the citizens had used the services of a 
politician for solving a certain problem in the last five years.  
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Also, we will occasionally discuss the research conducted by Van den Audenaerde (2003). She investigated 
clients of the ombudsman of Flemish public administration and the city of Mechelen8. Data collection was done 
by telephone. Response was high nor low for the ombudsman of Mechelen (46,4%). Some privacy issues arose 
in the data collection phase with the Flemish ombudsman. Data collection had to be halted after only 181 
complainants (of a sample of 726) were surveyed. In the part about the profile of ombudsman complainants, we 
will not investigate the case of the ombudsman of Mechelen, since we do not have a reliable basis of 
comparison.  
 
Where available, we compare with official data. If no official data existed, we ensured that the formulation of the 
questions was based upon existing well-established surveys. This allowed for comparisons between ‘regular’ 
citizens and citizens that filed a complaint at the ombudsman. 
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In social sciences, a lot of research has been done on the ‘Matthew effect’9. The term, coined by Robert K. 
Merton (1968), refers to situations where those who possess certain gifts/qualities/titles/possessions, will receive 
more, while less gifted individuals will receive less. Merton used the term to refer to a particular situation in the 
academic world. He found that when a well known scientist published a book/article/paper/… with someone who 
is relatively unknown, the former will almost always get the credit, even when the unknown academic is first 
author. In cases of multiple independent simultaneous discoveries made by academics of ‘distinctly different 
rank’, celebrated scientists will receive more recognition. The theory of the Matthew effect has also been used to 
describe various other phenomena (Merton, 1988). In the field of social security for instance, it refers to the 
situation where the bulk of social benefits goes to people who do not really need it.   
 
In line with Merton, we hypothesize a similar effect in the social profile of complainant, i.e. the ombudsman will 
not often be contacted by disadvantaged citizens. The reasons for assuming this are diverse. There are a 
number of items that constitute stumbling blocks between an event that is undesirable and filing a complaint at 
the ombudsman. First of all, the undesirable event has to be noticed. Most bureaucracies are relatively complex, 
so that for some citizens it will be unclear whether the social benefits received, are in fact exactly equal to the 
benefits they are entitled to. When an allowance is too low, but a citizen does not notice it, this will never result in 
an ombudsman complaint.  
 
But suppose a citizen does notice/find that he has been treated unfairly. Even then, there are a number of 
alternatives available to him/her. He or she could try to find another provider, but within the public sector this is 
often very difficult. Breaking the law is another alternative, obviously not legal, but nonetheless often quite 
popular. A third option is trying to influence other users or citizens. Complaining about the level of service of 
organizations in newspapers is very common in some countries. A last and very popular alternative is doing 
nothing at all. Some people want to avoid (more) irritation and/or have had negative experiences with filing a 
complaint. Others lack the time to take initiative. Even personality traits like laziness, shyness or fear of conflict 
may prevent people from taking action. 
 
This (non-exhaustive) list of alternatives shows that there are several reasons why there is a big difference 
between the number of people that has enough reasons to complain, and the actual number of people that 
complain to the right person. Furthermore, citizens can not step directly to the ombudsman. In Belgium, as in 
some other countries, complainants are required to complain to public administration first. Only if no solution is 
found here, one can proceed to the ombudsman. 
 
Another problem is that not all people know of the existence of ombudsmen. In the Netherlands, research has 
found that over 90% of all people know about the institution of the National ombudsman (Hertogh, 2000). In 
Belgium/Flanders the numbers are somewhat lower. A recent study indicates that 42% knows about the 
ombudsman (van Pollaert, 2004). In this kind of survey research however, numbers are hard to interpret. 
Participants in survey research often tend to give answers that are socially desirable (in this case: say they know 

                                                 
8 Flanders is the northern, Dutch speaking part of Belgian. Mechelen is a city in Flanders with around 78.000 
inhabitants.  
9 ‘Matthew effect’ refers to the Gospel according to Matthew (25:29): �)RU�XQWR�HYHU\�RQH�WKDW�KDWK�VKDOO�EH�
JLYHQ��DQG�KH�VKDOO�KDYH�DEXQGDQFH��EXW�IURP�KLP�WKDW�KDWK�QRW�VKDOO�EH�WDNHQ�DZD\�HYHQ�WKDW�ZKLFK�KH�KDWK”� 
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what ombudsmen are). Loois & Sieben (2003) try to take this into account and ask participants in their study 
where they could go if they had a complaint about the functioning of public administration. Less than one in five 
mentioned the Dutch National Ombudsman.  
 
When we want to investigate the social profile of ombudsman complainants, we basically have to ask ourselves 
three questions: who notices an undesirable event, knows about the work of ombudsmen and chooses to file a 
complaint, instead of choosing one of the very popular alternatives? All three conditions have to be met. We can 
assume that these conditions are not equally distributed across the population. It is for example known that there 
are political knowledge differences depending on gender and education (Torney-Purta, 1997). If political 
knowledge is a proxy for ‘knowing about the existence of an ombudsman’ the profile of complainants may very 
well differ significantly of that of the average citizen. In the next section we will analyze this.  
 
 
(PSLULFDO�
  
 
Literature on ombudsmen the social profile of ombudsman complainers is scarce and often publicised in reports 
in the language of the country concerned, instead of international academic journals. This means that it is hard 
to find literature that gives a complete picture of this topic. Van Zutphen (2002) gives a thorough review of 
research in the US, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, the UK and Belgium (unfortunately this overview is only 
available in Dutch). With the exception of the case of New York, the general profile that emerges from survey 
literature is: 
 

³$� PDQ� RU� ZRPDQ� LQ� PLGGOH� DJH� ZLWK� D� KLJKHU� HGXFDWLRQ� DQG� D� UHDVRQDEOH� LQFRPH� DQG� HQRXJK�
EXUHDXFUDWLFDO�FRPSHWHQFHV���«��7KH�RWKHU�VRFLDO�JURXSV�DOVR�ILOH�D�FRPSODLQW�ZLWK�WKH�RPEXGVPDQ��EXW�
DUH�XQGHUUHSUHVHQWHG´ (own translation). 

 
The image outlined in empirical literature contrasts sharply with the self-perceptions of ombudsmen. In 1989 an 
international survey asked ombudsmen what they thought the class origins of their clients were. Very few 
ombudsmen perceived their clients to be ‘mainly affluent’. An overwhelming majority said the clients were mainly 
poor, or that there was an even distribution between affluent and poor clients (de Asper y Valdes, 1999).  
�
We investigated the profile of complainants of the Belgian and the Flemish ombudsman. First of all, we look at a 
number of socio-demographic indicators like gender and age. As to the former variable, empirical literature 
generally finds a small overrepresentation of males. To investigate this with the Belgian ombudsman, we 
conducted an analysis of the names of respondents. In 13% of the cases it was unclear whether the person 
behind the complaint was male or female10. If we only look at the cases we can attribute, the percentage males 
that complained was about twice as large as the percentage females. Even though this is disproportional, the 
distribution with the Dutch ombudsman is even more skewed (Jacobs-Wessels 1995). Van den Audenaerde 
(2003) however questions these results. She concluded that often women had a problem with public 
administration, but eventually their husbands filed the complaint. Naturally, this makes the interpretation of these 
results more difficult.  
 
Age is another variable where there are significant differences (for the Belgian ombudsman chi-square = 29,1; p 
= 0,000) between those who complain to the ombudsman and ‘regular’ citizens. Young people are severely 
underrepresented, as is the group of old people. This is compensated by an overrepresentation of the group of 
40 to 60 year olds. Results would undoubtedly have been different if the Belgian ombudsman was authorized to 
deal with complaints on pensions11. 
 
<Insert Table 1> 
 
A third variable we analyze, is the level of education. Again, we compare ombudsman complainants to citizens 
(reference group: 18 to 80 year olds). A near-majority of complainants had a higher education (bachelor or 
master). On the other hand, the group of citizens with a low education is severely underrepresented. This 

                                                 
10 The first name was not known, the name behind the complaint could be attributed to a man or a woman, or 
complaints were submitted by couples. 
11 In Belgium, this is a task of the Pensions Ombudsman. 
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conclusion can be drawn for the Belgian and the Flemish ombudsman. Our findings are consistent with 
international empirical research (Van Zutphen, 2002). Moreover, a Dutch survey confirms the hypothesis that 
citizens with a lower education know less often of the existence of ombudsmen (Loois & Sieben, 2003).  
 
<Insert Figure 2> 
 
We also looked at what complainants do for living. First of all, it was clear that there was no large over- or 
underrepresentation of students, housewives, unemployed, retired or working citizens. But when we focused 
exclusively on those who were working, we did find a large difference between complainants and citizens. We 
asked the former to fill in the name of their job. As in other countries, there are white collar and blue collar 
workers in Belgium with the former forming a small majority. In our survey, we saw a severe underrepresentation 
of blue collar workers12.  
 
The last variable we analyze, is the political interest. Respondents had to indicate on a four point scale how 
interested they were in politics. Over 70% of the Belgian ombudsman clients13 said they were ‘very’ or ‘quite’ 
interested. In the European Social Survey (round 2) about half of the citizens were politically interested. It seems 
as though complainants find politics more interesting.  
 
<Insert Figure 3> 
 
A logical consequence is that complainants find politics less often (too) complicated. 27% of all citizens find 
politics ‘never’ or ‘seldom’ so complicated that they can’t really understand what is going on, compared to 40% of 
the ombudsman clients. This finding is also reflected in the use of media. More often than regular citizens do 
complainants watch the news and read (quality) newspapers.  
 
All these data point to one conclusion: it is not the average citizen who files a complaint. Ombudsman clients in 
Belgium have a specific profile: highly educated, mid-life, politically interested and male. It seems as though the 
Belgian ombudsman has only in a limited number of cases been able to reach socially disadvantaged citizens. 
The fact that this conclusion has also been drawn in other countries, forces us to seek answers that are not at 
national level. In most countries the ability to fulfill the three conditions (noticing an undesirable event, knowing 
about the work of ombudsmen and choosing to file a complaint) are not equally distributed across the 
population. Even though ombudsmen are meant to be easily accessible, in reality not all social groups access 
the ombudsman in the same proportion. 
�
�
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For the past decades there has been an explosion on literature regarding trust in government (Van de Walle, 
2004a). Citizens’ trust in the public sector has come to take a central place in the public sector reform discourse 
(Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2004). The reason is threefold.  
 
First there is empirical and theoretical literature suggesting that low trust in government may have several 
consequences that are undesirable. Nye (1997) sees three consequences of distrust in government, namely less 
willingness to obey the law, to pay taxes and to work for government. Several empirical studies support his 
claims. Low trust may also influence the willingness to make sacrifices during a crisis (Tyler, 2001), or to serve in 
the military (Levi, 1997). Public distrust leads to a shrinking policy agenda, as policy leaders do not dare to take 
lead on initiatives when trust is low, as they fear public resistance (Hetherington, 2001). 
 
Second, there is the changing relationship between citizens and government. Citizens are no longer seen as 
mere ‘subordinates’, but also as users of public services and co-producers of policy (as shown in the 
introduction).  
 
And third, there is the (disputed) observation by some that trust in the public sector is declining across countries. 
In 1966 the National Election Study asked Americans how much of the time they trusted their government “to do 

                                                 
12 This is based on an estimation of the names of the professions, of which the exact scientific value is hard to 
evaluate. The underrepresentation is however quite clear.  
13 Unfortunately there was no similar question in the Flemish ombudsman survey. 
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what’s right”. 76% of the respondents claimed they trusted government ‘most of the time’ or ‘just about always’. 
Since then, this percentage has declined gradually. In 1994, only 21% had trust in government, an all-time low.  
However, data show that this decline is not a universal phenomenon (Van Roosbroek, 2006).  
 
As a result of these three evolutions, strengthening trust has taken a central place in public sector reform. This 
was (one of) the main reason(s) for the introduction of ombudsmen in Belgium. The theoretical reason why 
ombudsmen may increase trust in government, is grounded in the micro-performance hypothesis shown below.  
 
<Insert Figure 4> 
 
The micro-performance hypothesis is often implicitly or explicitly used in public sector reforms. It assumes that 
performance of government services will lead to increased user satisfaction. Subsequently, this would lead to a 
higher trust in government agencies. Micro-performance, -satisfaction, and -trust can be extended to the macro-
level. Better performance of individual agencies will result in higher trust in government as a whole. The micro-
performance hypothesis implies that actors make very rational evaluations. There are however theoretical and 
empirical problems with the micro-performance hypothesis. 
 
Van de Walle & Bouckaert (2003) indicate that there are several possible relations between performance and 
trust, of which the micro-performance model is one. Other possible models are disconnection, dominant impact, 
multiple influences, moderated reversed causality and reversed causality. The first two models take a.o. into 
account that some citizens do not perceive all public services to be a part of ‘government’. They may make 
independent judgments of governments as a whole and its individual agencies. Moreover some particular 
agencies have a very strong impact on citizens’ opinion on government. The third model (multiple influences) 
takes into account that government is not only evaluated from the client-perspective. Citizens also are voters, 
tax-payers, participants, stakeholders,… In all these roles they have an opinion on government as a whole. The 
last two models (‘reversed causality’ and ‘moderated reversed causality’) turn the relationship between 
satisfaction and trust upside down. There may for instance be a ‘culture of (dis)trust’ in which people are 
negative towards government agencies, not because of the performance of these agencies, but because they 
are government agencies (Sztompka, 1996; Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003). 
 
Empirical studies support the claim that the relationship performance �WUXVW�LV�QRW�VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG��.DPSHQ�HW�
al., 2003). Bouckaert et al. (2002) mention a meta-analysis of customer surveys in the USA by Miller and Miller 
(1991). One of the conclusions of the analysis was that fire services always get a better grade than road repair 
services. The implication of this finding is that a fire service which, according to objective performance 
measures, performs bad will still receive a higher subjective rating than a well performing road repair service. 
Furthermore, research shows that citizens’ opinion on the way public administration works is partly influenced by 
stereotypes. Trust in ‘the’ public administration is lower than trust in specific public administrations (Van de 
Walle, 2004b).  
 
Even though there are some difficulties with the micro-performance hypothesis, we still will use it here because it 
was the general framework for public sector reform in general, and the introduction of an ombudsman in Belgium 
in particular. Ombudsmen have very few powers, in the sense that they can rarely decide something against the 
will of public administration. In a way the ombudsman has to rely upon the ‘goodwill’ of the public administration. 
When a government agency does not want to cooperate with the ombudsman, the latter often has one only 
option: to inform the client and report about it to parliament or government leaders. Based upon the micro-
performance hypothesis we can assume that complainants are more satisfied with both the specific government 
agency as the public administration as a whole. First we examine satisfaction with the ombudsman, and then we 
look into the relationship between satisfaction and trust.  
 
 
2PEXGVPDQ�VDWLVIDFWLRQ�
�
Ombudsman satisfaction was measured in two forms. First, we asked respondents whether they were satisfied 
with the way their complaint was dealt with by the ombudsman. Second, we wanted to know if they were 
satisfied with the result. Over 75% of the respondents were satisfied with the way their complaint was dealt with 
by the ombudsman. There was a strong and significant correlation between the satisfaction with the result and 
the functioning in all three cases (p = 0,000). 
 
<Insert Table 2> 
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When comparing the different ombudsmen, we see that differences are limited. Clients of the Belgian 
ombudsman were less outspoken in both directions. However, we have to be cautious with these types of 
comparisons, because of methodological reasons. Data collection was done by CATI (telephone) in the case of 
the ombudsman of Flanders and Mechelen. Telephonic interviewing results in more socially desirable answers 
than a postal survey (Aquilino, 1994). Furthermore ombudsman clients may be different. Local ombudsmen do 
not have the authority to investigate errors made by the Flemish government14. Ombudsmen who mainly deal 
with difficult complaints, may receive lower satisfaction ratings while delivering the same ‘objective’ quality.  
 
Satisfaction with the result obtained by the ombudsman was significantly lower, which is consistent with what 
research in the UK has shown (MORI, 1999). This may be a consequence of the hope of some complainants 
that the ombudsman would be more favorable towards them in judging the situation. In reality, the fact that an 
ombudsman investigates a complaint does not necessarily mean that the client is right. Another problem is that 
some problems require structural changes by for example changing the law.  
 
<Insert Table 3> 
 
2PEXGVPDQ�VDWLVIDFWLRQ�DQG�WUXVW�
 
Above we have shown that the creation of a Belgian ombudsman is largely the consequence of the perceived 
crisis in the relationship between citizen and government. The ombudsman’s job was to restore trust in 
government. In the job vacancy for the new Belgian ombudsman, the first element in the desired profile was that 
³WKH�RPEXGVPDQ�VKRXOG�FRQWULEXWH�WR�EULGJLQJ�WKH�JDS�EHWZHHQ�FLWL]HQV�DQG�JRYHUQPHQW´ (Belgisch Staatsblad, 
2003). We will investigate the link between ombudsman satisfaction and trust in government/public 
administration. 
  
%LYDULDWH�
Table 4 was constructed by dividing the respondents in three groups: those trusting public 
administration/government (‘Yes’), those not trusting it (‘No’) and a group with no outspoken opinion (not shown 
in table). Within each survey, we present the column percentages of satisfaction ratings.  
 
<Insert Table 4> 
 
What does this table tell us? It is clear that distrustful ombudsman clients are more likely to be dissatisfied. 
Satisfaction is higher with persons that do trust government/public administration. The differences are however 
limited. This is supported by an analysis of the correlation between both variables15. Correlation is low with the 
Belgian ombudsman (W � �(correlation) = 0,078 ; p (significance) = 0,048) and the Flemish ombudsman (W � �= 0,111 
; p = 0,068). The case of the ombudsman of Mechelen is the only one we can confidently call significant (W � �= 
0,146 ; p = 0,024). The correlation between satisfaction with the functioning of the ombudsman and trust (not 
displayed) is limited as well.   
 
Figure 5 displays the mean trust score for each indicated level of satisfaction16. It suggests that the link between 
ombudsman satisfaction and trust is ‘one-way-only’. Trust scores are very low for those who are very 
dissatisfied, but it does not seem to make a difference whether complainants are rather dissatisfied or very 
satisfied. A hypothesis could be that ombudsmen can not strengthen trust, but only weaken it17. Another 
hypothesis is that dissatisfied complainants had an a priori negative attitude towards public institutions. 
 
<Insert Figure 5> 
 
0XOWLYDULDWH�

                                                 
14 Other example: the Belgian ombudsman often receives complaints from asylum seekers, while this does not 
lie within the authority of the Flemish ombudsman. 
15 The original scales were used for calculating the Kendall’s Tau-b correlations.  
16 Trust scores were split in half for the Belgian ombudsman. This allows for an easier visual comparison.  
17 See also (Kampen et al.,2004).  
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Trust in government is a very complex issue. Most multivariate models only manage to explain a small part of 
variance in trust. We will use a multivariate model to examine whether ombudsmen do have a direct impact on 
trust in government. 
 
Empirical and theoretical literature has already pointed to several things that influence trust in government 
and/or public administration: perceptions of the economy (Chanley et al., 2000; Van de Walle, 2004b), the 
functioning of government institutions (Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003), general feelings within society or trust 
in other institutions (Christensen & Laegreid, 2005), size of the politicoadministrative unit (Denters, 2002; Van 
Roosbroek, 2006),… 
 
Based on our survey18, we try to construct a model that (partly) explains trust in government. This allows us to 
determine whether the satisfaction with the results of the complaint has a significant impact on trust in public 
administration. In table 5 the results of an ordinal regression on trust in public administration are shown. Only 
variables that were significant, were added to the model.  
 
<Insert Table 5> 
 
The Nagelkerke R² of the model is 0,153. The role of ombudsman satisfaction is however not very outspoken. 
Dropping ombudsman satisfaction, results in a decline of the Nagelkerke R² to 0,122. There were also some 
other trust items in the survey questionnaire (the judicial system, the parliaments of the European Union, 
Flanders and Belgium, and the Flemish public administration). We used the same model as in table 5 to test the 
other trust items. In all but one, ombudsman satisfaction was statistically no longer significant. Only in the case 
of the Flemish public administration ombudsman satisfaction was significant (p = 0,019).  
 
All these findings point to one clear conclusion: ombudsmen do have an effect on trust in government/public 
administration, but it is very limited. As arises from the literature on trust, a ‘silver bullet’� -an almost ‘magical’ 
answer to a specific problem- simply does not exist. Furthermore, given the fact that the Belgian ombudsman 
only receives a few thousand complaints every year, the global effect of the ombudsman in directly restoring 
trust is limited.  
 
�

��� &21&/86,21��:+$7�52/(�)25�20%8'60(1"��
�
The classical ombudsman is an institution that can be seen as part of a bigger wave of public sector reforms. In 
these reforms citizens have taken a very central place. In New Public Management emphasis is placed on a fast 
and flexible service. If this does not happen, citizens are entitled to an apology or redress. Within these reforms, 
citizens’ trust in government is given a central place. Better functioning government services would lead to a 
higher trust in government as a whole. The Belgian case fits perfectly within this framework. Several political and 
societal events shocked the nation. The crisis offered an opportunity for measures like the introduction of an 
ombudsman, that were meant to restore trust in government.  
 
The ombudsman has been institutionalized across many countries. This does however not mean that all citizens 
know about his existence. We have shown that, as in other countries, a Matthew effect exists. The Belgian 
ombudsman is mainly contacted by those who are already well-informed, highly educated and often already 
know how to exercise their rights. Annual ombudsman reports therefore do not contain a representative sample 
of what goes wrong with public administration. Jacobs-Wessels (1995: 52) mentions the experience of the 
Swedish ombudsman. At some inspections he encountered situations that definitely needed improvement, while 
he did not receive any complaints about it.  
 
Lastly, there is the role of the ombudsman in strengthening or restoring trust in government. Data show that the 
relationship between ombudsman satisfaction and trust in government/public administration is rather weak. The 
ombudsman only receives complaints from a tiny percentage of all citizens. The global effect of an ombudsman 
in directly restoring citizens’ trust is therefore negligible.  
 

                                                 
18 In the cases of the ombudsmen of Mechelen and Flanders there were not enough respondents to perform a 
meaningful regression analysis. 
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These findings indicate that the direct effect of the ombudsman’s functions towards the individual citizen (see 
introduction) is very limited. This however does not have to mean that an ombudsman is a redundant institution. 
The reports with recommendations about how to improve laws, regulations and the general functioning of public 
administration represent the collective dimension of the ombudsman function. Ombudsmen receive bottom-up 
information about what goes wrong within the administration. An ombudsman can be seen as part of a broad 
range of instruments (process analysis, mystery guest, user survey,…) that may be helpful to increase the 
quality of the services provided. The ombudsman should be less of a plumber solving individual problems, and 
more of an engineer adjusting the structure of public administration. 
 
 
7DEOHV�DQG�ILJXUHV�
�
)LJXUH����7\SHV�RI�RPEXGVPHQ�

Ombudsmen

PrivatePublic

Specific
���������
	��

 �
7DEOH����$JH��FRPSODLQDQWV�DQG�FLWL]HQV�

$JH�
 

&LWL]HQV�
�

&RPSODLQDQWV�%HOJLDQ�
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�
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RPEXGVPDQ�
�
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31-40  19,9 20,3 22,7 

41-50  19,7 28,5 18,6 

51-60  16,2 21,1 27,4 

�61 28,0 20,0 23,8 
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7DEOH����6DWLVIDFWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�ZD\�WKH�FRPSODLQW�ZDV�GHDOW�ZLWK�
 %HOJLDQ�

RPEXGVPDQ��
)OHPLVK�

RPEXGVPDQ�
2PEXGVPDQ�
0HFKHOHQ�

Very satisfied 39,8 59,3 69,6 

Rather satisfied 37,4 15,8 12,2 

Satisfied nor dissatisfied 11,4 4,0 2,7 

Rather dissatisfied 6,6 6,8 6,1 

Very dissatisfied 4,8 14,1 9,5 

Correlation with satisfaction about results 0,566 0,587 0,595 
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Very satisfied 33,0 37,9 46,2 

Rather satisfied 17,4 13,0 10,5 

Satisfied nor dissatisfied 14,9 8,5 5,6 

Rather dissatisfied 17,0 14,7 12,6 

Very dissatisfied 17,7 26 25,2 

�
7DEOH����/LQN�EHWZHHQ�VDWLVIDFWLRQ�DQG�WUXVW�
 %HOJLDQ�RPEXGVPDQ� )OHPLVK�RPEXGVPDQ� 2PEXGVPDQ�0HFKHOHQ�
 7UXVW�LQ�%HOJLDQ�SXEOLF�

DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ"��
7UXVW�LQ�)OHPLVK�
JRYHUQPHQW"��

7UXVW�LQ�PXQLFLSDO�
JRYHUQPHQW"��

Satisfaction with result Yes No Yes No Yes No 
Very dissatisfied 11,8 26,7 4,5 32,3 18,5 26,6 
Rather dissatisfied 19,3 11,9 9,1 10,8 14,8 12,5 
Satisfied nor dissatisfied 18,5 13,9 9,1 7,5 7,4 4,7 
Rather satisfied 18,5 15,8 22,7 10,8 3,7 12,5 
Very satisfied 31,9 31,7 54,5 38,7 55,6 43,8 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
�
)LJXUH����7KH�PLFUR�SHUIRUPDQFH�K\SRWKHVLV�
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)LJXUH����/LQN�EHWZHHQ�VDWLVIDFWLRQ�DQG�WUXVW�
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7DEOH����0XOWLYDULDWH�PRGHO�IRU�WUXVW�LQ�SXEOLF�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�
Variable More trust is associated with … Significance 
Social activity complainants participating more in social activities 

 
0,024 

Satisfaction with 
result 

complainants satisfied with the result of their 
complaint 
 

0,004 

Administrative 
paperwork 

complainants having less difficulty with 
administrative paperwork 
 

0,020 

Knowing someone 
else who filed a 
complaint 
 

complainants knowing another complainant 0,004 

Year of birth 
 

younger complainants 0,013 

Level of education 
 

complainants with a higher education 0,035 

�
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