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Explaining citizen satisfaction and dissatisfaction with public services  

Steven Van de Walle 

 

Abstract 

With citizens being considered customers, public administration scholars have become 

interested in explaining satisfaction with public services and studying the consequences of 

high or low satisfaction. This chapter reviews current scholarship on satisfaction with public 

services and in particular the mechanisms and theories to explain such satisfaction. 

Differences between objective performance and subjective evaluations are discussed, as 

well as the impact of halo effect in attitude formation and of direct user experience with 

service. Special attention goes to the expectancy disconfirmation model of satisfaction. The 

chapter does not only look at satisfaction as an attitude, but also at voice and exit 

behaviours from which satisfaction or dissatisfaction can be inferred. It ends by critically 

assessing the value of behaviours as signals of public dissatisfaction with public services. 
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Reforming public services – making customers happy 

Citizen dissatisfaction with public services has been a constant concern in public sector 

reform initiatives. Many administrative reform initiatives have explicitly made a connection 

between the need to reform public services, improving citizen satisfaction with public 

services, and maintaining or restore the public trust in government. Administrative reform 

in the 1980s and 1990s introduced the idea of treating citizens as clients and making public 

services more client oriented. This meant, inter alia separating the process of service 

delivery from the outcome, and trying to deliver the client a pleasurable service experience 

and turning the traditional bureaucratic state into a service delivery machine (Flynn, 2012: 

156; Schedler & Proeller, 2000; Greener, 2013). This customer orientation is reflected in the 

rise of numerous specific tools to help public services delivering better services, and to assist 

citizens and clients in making sure they are treated well (OECD 2001). Examples of such 

tools are for instance the widespread introduction of citizen surveys to capture what 

citizens want. Starting mainly in local government already in the 1970s and 1980s (Stipak, 

1979), their use gradually became commonplace (Bouckaert & Van de Walle, 2003; Roth et 

al. 1990). The establishment of formal complaints mechanisms and a rapid increase of 

ombudsman institutions are characteristic features of the 1990s. Also in the 1990s, the 

introduction of citizen and customer charters can be seen as a very symbolic event signalling 

that the public sector was increasingly taking citizen and customer satisfaction at heart. 

Such charters outlined the delivery standards citizen could expect from public services, and 

hence functioned like a contract between government and its citizens (Clark, 2000; 

Thomassen et al. 2014). Examples are the Citizen’s Charter in the UK in 1991, The French 

Charte des Services Public in 1992, the Charter of the User of Public Services in Belgium, 
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introduced in 1992/1993 (Van de Walle et al. 2005) and many other examples elsewhere in 

Europe. These general charters have been translated into operational service–specific 

charters, but most have since disappeared. The rise of e-government in the late 1990s not 

only meant attempts were made to make public services more accessible, but it also meant 

that governments started thinking of public service encounters as clustered around certain 

life-events such as birth, marriage, buying a house etc. A shift took place from an institution-

centric, supply-driven public sector to one that was citizen-centered and demand-driven. 

Many of the customer-oriented innovations introduced during the 1990s have endured and 

become commonplace, whereas others were temporary attempts to install a belief and 

practice that citizens can and should be treated as customers. 

A further transformation started in the 1990s and continues to be at the core of public 

service reform. Where initial changes in the 1980s and 1990s were about treating citizens as 

customers, reforms in the late 1990s and 2000s started to speak about citizens not as mere 

customers but as true consumers of public services (Clarke et al., 2007; Newman, 2013) - 

consumers on a public service market. Whereas earlier reforms had still focused on how 

public services were to be delivered by government, with an aim to become more customer 

oriented, this new wave of reforms focused on what services are to be delivered, with a 

wider aim of aligning supply of services with consumer demands (Ferlie et al., 1996; 

Hammerschmid et al., 2016). This trend went hand in hand with further liberalisation of 

public services and the introduction of competition and wider choice for citizens following 

the break-up of public monopolies (Le Grand, 2009). This had already started in utility 

sectors such water, electricity, and gas, and in telephony, but soon was expanded to other 

domains such as health or employment services. This meant full standardisation of public 

services was partly abandoned, because standardisation was considered detrimental to 
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customers’ satisfaction. Personal choice between competing providers and first steps 

towards personalisation of service delivery within the public sector are the dominant 

features of this new wave of reforms (Needham, 2011; Simmons, 2009).  

In public administration scholarship, at the same time, debates on whether citizens can be 

considered customers, let alone consumers, proliferated. Such scholarship has been partly 

analytical – discussing the different roles citizens can take and describing general trends 

(Aberbach and Christensen, 2005; Ryan, 2001; Fountain, 2001), as well as critical – and 

highlighting the wider democratic implications of such a transition (Jung, 2010; Needham, 

2006). Empirical work focusing on the first transformation (how services are provided) has 

been mainly descriptive and case-analytical (see, e.g., Brewer, 2007), whereas the second 

transformation has given rise to more in-depth empirical work on consumer choice (Brown, 

2007; Jilke et al. 2015) and whether this has increased public satisfaction. There is also a 

growing literature on how service satisfaction may or may not ultimately have an effect on 

citizens’ trust in the state, both conceptually (Van de Walle & Bouckaert, 2003), and 

empirically (Christensen & Lægreid, 2005; Vigoda-Gadot, 2007) but the current chapter will 

limit itself to service satisfaction. 

This chapter looks at satisfaction and dissatisfaction with public services. It first deals with 

satisfaction and dissatisfaction as an attitude and more in particular discusses various 

mechanisms and theories to explain such satisfaction. A second part focuses on citizen may 

act in response to dissatisfaction with public services. It is argued that not just attitudes but 

also behaviours can be studied as indicators of satisfaction with public services. Some 

caveats about behaviours are then added, and the conclusion discusses challenges for 

scholarship on citizen satisfaction with public services.  
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Satisfaction with public services – mechanisms 

Though intuitively appealing, satisfaction with public services is a complex phenomenon, 

combining expectations, experiences, and prior attitudes. Reported satisfaction should not 

just be seen as direct reflection of experienced service quality, but it may also relate to or 

emanate from broader attitudes to government, such as trust in government. It is also 

important to remind  that people who have not experienced services also have opinions 

about that service and that general opinions differ from more specific ones. 

Subjective and objective assessments of public services 

Subjective assessments, such as satisfaction, of a public service, do not necessarily reflect 

objective features or performance of that service (Van Ryzin, 2004; 2008), and satisfaction 

ratings are influenced by factors other than service quality (Van Ryzin and Immerwahr 2004; 

Orr and West 2007). This means improvements in service quality will not always be reflected 

in higher satisfaction (Stipak, 1979; Kelly and Swindell, 2002). Recent experimental work in 

public administration has shown that satisfaction judgements are not ‘consistently related 

to performance’ (Andersen and Hjortskov, 2015: 1) and are prone to cognitive biases, 

especially when it concerns more abstract services.  

Subjective assessments are aggregate judgements of both the experienced service process 

(was the public servant accommodating, courteous etc.) and the service outcome (did I get 

what I wanted, or what I was entitled to). Detailed satisfaction measurements can 

disentangle these, yet in snap judgements, both are generally mixed. A particular finding in 

the literature is that depending on the outcomes they produce, different services tend to 

receive different baseline satisfaction ratings. It has been suggested that this is related to 

the sympathy citizens have for that service. A comparative study of outcomes of satisfaction 
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surveys in US local governments for instance found that certain types of services 

consistently receive better ratings – fire departments do better than road repair services 

(Miller and Miller, 19991). In general, service satisfaction also depends on service 

characteristics, such as the directness of contact and the heterogeneity of the services 

offered (Das et al., 1995; Roth et al. 1990). This shows it can be risky to treat satisfaction 

scores in a survey as absolute, decontextualized scores. 

Satisfaction depends on far more than service performance (Kelly, 2005). Still, subjective 

assessments are useful, because they provide policy makers and managers with aggregate 

judgements indicating that something may be wrong. One such thing could be a failure to 

deliver the kind of service people want, or the organization’s focus on service quality 

aspects users do not find very important.  

Role of expectancy-disconfirmation in satisfaction 

A dominant model that has been used for a very long time in the service management 

literature (Anderson, 1973; Oliver, 1977; 1980), and that has in recent years also been 

adopted by (European) public management scholars (see, e.g., James, 2009, Morgeson, 

2012; Poister & Thomas, 2011) is the expectancy-disinformation model (EDM) of 

satisfaction. It posits that satisfaction can only be interpreted in conjunction with knowledge 

about prior expectations. These expectations are predictions of future performance, or an 

anticipation of what will follow, that exist prior to the service experienced. Perceived service 

performance is then evaluated in comparison to the original expectations, leading to a 

confirmation or disconfirmation of the expectations, which influences satisfaction. Citizens 

approaching public services with very high expectations are likely to be less satisfied than 

people who do not have such high expectations. For the former, expectations are 
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disconfirmed by actual experience, whereas for the latter, the service experience exceeds 

expectations. 

Many current studies in public administration rely on expectation disconfirmation as a 

model for explaining high or low satisfaction, and have mainly been interested in how 

objective service-related factors influence satisfaction (see, e.g. Van Ryzin, 2006; James, 

2009; Morgeson, 2012). An important concern however has been the measurement of 

expectations, which was in early studies done using the same instrument as the satisfaction 

measurement, obviously biasing the measurement. There are also doubts whether citizens 

have clear expectations prior to the service encounter. One recent way around this problem 

is through manipulating prior expectations experimentally (Van Ryzin, 2013; James, 2014) to 

see how expectation management may influence satisfaction. This makes the test of the 

EDM model more robust, yet does move the measurement of satisfaction away from real 

public service encounters to the lab (see also the chapter on behavioural public 

administration in this volume).  

If expectations, and not experienced service performance, are the key driver of satisfaction, 

this has implications for service delivery, and suggests that management of expectations is 

crucial. Expectations are probably not stable, and may be different between different 

groups of the population. Citizen expectations of public services have risen in recent 

decades. First of all, there has been a rise of the critical citizens (Norris, 1999) who have less 

deference to authority and hence are more critical about what they actually receive from 

public services. Secondly, boundaries between the public and the private sector increasingly 

become blurred, making it more straightforward for citizens to directly compare their 

experiences with public organisations to those with private sector organisations. Private 



8 
 

service innovations and exposure to new practices in e.g. electronic service delivery shapes 

expectations towards public services. Third, service delivery in the public sector has also 

become large-scale and anonymous, rather than based on personal interactions. One 

implication could be that users become less tolerant to service failures when this human 

factor is absent, though complaint rates in electronic and traditional encounters appear not 

to differ (Snellman & Vihtkari 2003). Finally, citizens have been stimulated to think and 

behave as public service customers. This means they may have started to approach public 

services mainly with their own individualistic demands and needs in mind, trying to get as 

much out of them as possible. This phenomenon has for instance been described in service 

interactions in social services where social workers see themselves faced with very 

demanding clients, who know very well what their rights are and how the game works (see 

Goodsell’s 1981 discussion on belligerent citizens). Thinking of oneself as a customer may be 

particularly present in situations where citizens directly pay for the provision of a public 

service. 

Halo effects in public service satisfaction 

A recurrent finding in the public satisfaction literature is that citizens tend to value specific 

public services much higher than public services in general or the public sector as a whole, 

and that their general trust in government is generally lower than their satisfaction with 

public services (Grunow, 1981; Goodsell, 1994; Kelly and Swindell, 2003; Ringeling, 2004). 

Citizens hold certain predispositions towards the public sector (Kampen et al. 2006), or even 

stereotypical attitudes (Van de Walle, 2004). When not explicitly asked to think about a very 

specific public service organisation or experience, these more general attitudes play a 

stronger role. This is what scholars have called a halo effect, whereby an overall impression 

biases assessments of more specific traits. For public service organisations this may mean 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Snellman%2C+Kaisa
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lower overall satisfaction because the organisation is perceived to be a part of the public 

sector (Van Slyke & Roch, 2004; Marvel, 2016)  

In satisfaction surveys, priming satisfaction ratings of specific services by first asking about 

the general attitude towards public services, can lead to considerably lower satisfaction 

ratings (Benton and Daly, 1991). This changes the saliency of the more general public service 

attitude (or even stereotype), and leads to a very different process of attitude formation 

because they tap into a different belief system, one that is much further removed from their 

actual experience with concrete public services (Van de Walle and Van Ryzin, 2011).  

The role of direct experience in in satisfaction (users and non-users) 

A final mechanism that tends to be present in satisfaction ratings is that users of public 

service often have a different opinion than non-users. That in itself is not surprising, because 

the former have first-hand evidence. What is more surprising, and perhaps even worrying 

when satisfaction scores are used in decision making is that also non-users, who do not have 

direct experience, also tend to have an opinion about public services.  

Direct experience with a public service has two different types of effects on service 

satisfaction. First, having had direct experience makes the formation of a satisfaction 

judgement more informed overall. Second, direct experience means that people, in the 

process of forming a judgement on the service may take a different set of factors related to 

the service experience into account, because they are more familiar with the service (McGill 

and Iacobucci, 1992). This means that experience does not just influence whether or not 

someone is satisfied, but it also appears to be related to the extremeness of either positive 

or negative opinions (Roth et al., 1990; Das et al., 1995). These effects of direct experience 

relate to the halo effect discussed in the previous section. When citizens have experienced 
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services recently, their evaluations tend to be closer to the actual experience and further 

removed from stereotypes (Katz et al., 1977). 

A further factor to take into account when looking at the role of use and experience on 

service satisfaction is that users and non-users of services tend to have different 

characteristics. Certain types of public services are typically used by certain types of citizens 

and socio-economic classes. Many government services are universal in nature, whereas 

others address specific groups of people. Many public services are typically more frequently 

used by middle- and upper classes (museums, universities), whereas others tend to attract a 

very different public (youth care, unemployment departments). Different needs is an 

explanation, but also factors such as political efficacy and participation influence actual 

service use especially for services where most use is citizen-initiated (Serra, 1995). 

Obviously, there are also different degrees in the extent to which citizens are forced to use a 

public service. Some services are entirely voluntary (e.g. museums) whereas others have 

clients that are certainly not using the service out of their own free will (e.g. prisons). Some 

services are difficult to escape (public roads), or compulsory (taxes), whereas for others, 

clients have a choice (using public transport or not).  

 

Dissatisfaction and citizens’ reactions to service failure 

For scholars, satisfaction and dissatisfaction are not just interesting as attitudes. 

Dissatisfaction and satisfaction become highly relevant when they translate into behaviours, 

when stated preferences are translated into revealed preferences (Van de Walle, 2016). 

Traditionally, PA scholars and political scientists have had a lot of attention for political voice 
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- citizens reacting to service delivery and its defects through political action: asking 

politicians to intervene and to speed up or facilitate service delivery (clientelism), voting for 

political leaders who promise to make public services more efficient to clean up the 

bureaucracy, or by organising themselves to protect against poorly performing services. 

When public services are under direct political control and sometimes even politicised, 

political action is often citizens’ only way to intervene. If such political action fails, citizens 

have very little legal means to react, but can still resort to aggression, bribing, or calling in 

personal favours. Or they can choose to stay away, which means creating their own 

alternatives (e.g. taking the car rather than public transport, home-schooling their children 

when schools fail), being bereft from various benefits, or moving into illegality. 

The combined trends of citizens being treated as customers and marketization of public 

services expanded citizens’ ways to respond to failing services. Not only do they have formal 

complaint mechanisms at their disposal, and are able to complain about services just as they 

would when interacting with private providers, but they now can also increasingly act as 

consumers and vote with their feet (Tummers et al., 2013). Such voice and choice signals 

can be powerful reflections of public satisfaction with government services, or signal 

profound distrust in government. The dominant approach to studying reactions to failing 

services is that developed by Albert O. Hirschman (1970), after experiencing the dismal 

performance of the Nigerian railways. His exit-voice-loyalty framework has proved to be a 

very useful way of categorising behavioural reactions, and it is increasingly being tested in a 

public service context (Dowding & John, 2012).  

Voice means that citizens express their satisfaction with public services through speaking 

out. They can do so in different ways. They can complain directly to a service provider 
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during the service interaction, or they can submit a complaint afterwards. Voice can also be 

expressed through media and, nowadays, social media. Voice can be moderate and 

hesitating, but it can also border on verbal aggression toward the service provider. Voice 

can be a mere complaint about a public service, but complaints may also come with an 

attribution of responsibility or blame (Hood, 2010; James et al., 2016). It can be addressed 

at those delivering the service, those managing it, or at those politically responsible for the 

public service. Voice can be an individual act, but it can also be organised collectively, when 

dissatisfied public service users unite and submit a petition or a joint complaint,  set up an 

action committee to get their message across, or collectively launch a class action suit.  

Different strands of public management research have studied voice. More applied scholars 

have looked at complaints and complaint mechanisms. Street-level bureaucracy scholars are 

interested in how users and providers interact, also when things do not go as planned. 

Political scientists have been interested in political expressions of voice and collective voice 

(James & John, 2007).  

Voice is a direct and personal signal that signals that someone is not satisfied with public 

services. That makes it risky for those using voice, but at the same time it generally 

expresses a desire to see the service improved. Otherwise, they would probably not bother 

to express their voice or complain. Exit, however, means that users terminate their 

relationship with the service provider. When only small numbers exit, this is unlikely to have 

a deep impact on the public service involved. However when large numbers begin to exit, 

this can be a powerful signal. In the absence of choice and public service markets, exit can 

be a big step for users who are dissatisfied, because of a lack of alternatives. Dissatisfaction 

with public services may then mean giving up using a service altogether (but continuing to 
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pay for them through taxes), and thus also losing the benefits use brings. It may also mean 

having to move to alternative providers who are for instance privately organised and charge 

high fees (such as moving to private health care or private schools), or alternative providers 

whose credentials are not generally accepted, such as for patients leaving the established 

medical system and moving to alternative medicine or healers (Raaphorst and Houtman, 

2016). Exit following dissatisfaction with services can result in new alternatives being 

developed, either by other public providers, by the market, or by citizens themselves, who 

set up their own alternatives alongside the established public services (Gofen 2012). It can 

however also result in non-take-up of services because they are seen to be failing (Warin, 

2003). This is a phenomenon that is not problematic for those who can afford the 

alternative, but it is problematic when it affects those who lack the self-efficacy to use 

public services they are entitled to or in need of, and cannot afford the private market. 

The pitfalls of behaviour as signals of service (dis)satisfaction 

The downside of studying behaviour is that one can only observe them when they occur, 

and that absence of behaviour normally associated with dissatisfaction does not mean that 

dissatisfaction is absent. At the same time presence of satisfaction or dissatisfaction signals 

does not mean that satisfaction or dissatisfaction are substantial or genuine either. 

Acting on one’s dissatisfaction may come at great cost. Users have invested in service 

relationships, and abandonment means writing off these investments and having to learn 

new routines or jargon. Acting on one’s dissatisfaction does not only come with material 

costs (sunk costs), but also with substantial emotional and cognitive costs. Recent 

experimental research has for instance shown that searching for and picking an alternative 

provider after being dissatisfied can be hindered by a cognitive choice overload (Jilke et al., 
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2015). Also, setting up one’s own alternatives, as described earlier, can be very time 

consuming, and not always worth the effort if the expected future frequency of use is low, 

or when a service is not very important to the user. 

Complaining about a public service can be quite risky for a user. Complaints, especially 

direct personal ones rather than impersonal complaints through an abstract complaint form 

may jeopardise the relationship between user and suppliers, especially when the service 

interaction is a very intimate or emotional one (Guy, Newman & Mastracci, 2015). Think 

about social workers and their clients, prison guards and inmates, or about situations where 

public services are coproduced. Complaining may also jeopardise service outcomes, when 

for instance the public official dealing with the case decides to go by the book and refrain 

from using discretion, decides to go very slow, or to directly sabotage the service process by 

e.g. losing a file.  

Expressing dissatisfaction can also be a strategy for users hoping to receive better or faster 

treatment, or hoping to be considered for a service when in fact they are not entitled to 

such services. Citizens who complain or who are otherwise vocal can make life very stressful 

for public officials (Jin & Guy, 2009). Bowing to their demands is then an easy way out. 

Behaviour signalling satisfaction also has its interpretation pitfalls. In the private services 

literature, positive word of mouth or recommending a service, and return custom are 

generally used as indicators of service quality and user satisfaction (Anderson, 1998). For 

the former, there are probably quite high thresholds for speaking positively about a public 

services let alone recommending it. This would mean going against established opinions 

that public services do not perform well, and where stories about bad government 

performance create social status (Harris et al., 2016). Return custom is also probably not a 
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very good satisfaction indicator, because of the forced nature of many public services 

delivered by a monopoly supplier, but also because of the frequency of use of many 

services. Some services are used very infrequently (once or a couple of times in a lifetime), 

or very frequently, making it difficult not to be a return customer due to a lack of suitable 

alternatives.  

Conclusion – studying satisfaction with public services 

Satisfaction with public services can be studied at different levels. At its most basic level, 

one can look at the operational qualities of a public service to see how service quality 

translates into service satisfaction. This reduces satisfaction to a mechanical process 

operating at the interface between services and customers. A focus on this basic level allows 

scholars and practitioners to use insights from the private service management literature 

and service consultancy in order to identify drivers of satisfaction and dissatisfaction and 

segmentation in the user or customer base in the public domain. One can also broaden 

one’s take on service satisfaction by incorporating prior expectations and views about the 

service to see how these influence later satisfaction. Broadening the approach to service 

satisfaction means not taking the service being delivered at face value, but questioning the 

type of service being delivered, and whether dissatisfaction is merely the result of objective 

service quality and prior expectations, or whether it stems from dissatisfaction with the type 

of services being delivered. Still one step further, one can look at various customer 

behaviours following satisfaction and dissatisfaction, and the subsequent effect of such 

individual or collective behaviours on the public service involved or even the entire public 

service system within which that service operates. One can also explore whether 

satisfaction and dissatisfaction with services spill over into attitudes toward the entire 
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system of government, such as trust in government, or satisfaction with the way 

government works. 

An example can illustrate these different approaches. One can study and try to explain 

satisfaction with a public postal service by studying whether citizens are more satisfied with 

the service when mail is delivered on time, and which segments of the population are more 

or less satisfied, triggered by which service quality criteria. One can also relate satisfaction 

to prior expectations about the postal service, and more specifically existing stereotypes 

about the postal service (see, e.g. the recent work by Marvel, 2016). One step further one 

can investigate whether traditional postal services and post offices is what citizens are 

interested in, or whether they are more interested in parcel deliveries at the time they 

want. Finally, one can look at the behaviours of users, e.g. when they express their 

dissatisfaction in encounters with the mailman, blame their politicians for a malfunctioning 

mail service, or defect from the public postal service to private parcel companies, and how 

such dissatisfaction changes the entire postal market. Satisfaction with public services can 

be the end point of research – the result of a service encounter, but it can also be the 

beginning of research, by looking at the consequences of such satisfaction and 

dissatisfaction.  

Finally, some conclusions can be drawn with regard to the current state of research in 

Europe.  Measuring citizen satisfaction through customer surveys has become common for 

most European public administrations, especially in agencies that perform bulk operations 

for millions of citizens (Hammerschmid et al., 2016). In addition, public organisations 

organise large-scale surveys on public opinion, also including satisfaction with public 

services such as the police, public transport, or the education system. More and more of this 
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data is also being used by scholars, who in addition also collect their own data. Satisfaction 

data is especially available for social service organisations and utilities (see, e.g., Clifton et 

al., 2014; Jilke & Van de Walle, 2013). Whereas originally scholarly attention mainly went to 

measuring satisfaction, and explaining this satisfaction by referring to service and customer 

characteristics, current research also looks at how satisfaction attitudes are formed, and has 

also integrated expectations in its thinking (James, 2009; Morgeson, 2012). Experimental 

methods are increasingly being used (Andersen and Hjortskov, 2015; James, 2014), while 

surveys remain the main research instruments (Ferrari & Manzi, 2014; Overman, 2016). 

Qualitative research is largely absent, though it is used more often in health service settings. 

Most survey-based work consists of traditional satisfaction surveys, whereas other 

approaches such as willingness to pay surveys, demand surveys, and budget surveys are 

almost exclusively used by economists studying public services (Schläpfer, 2015). The latter 

approaches though, which link evaluation of services to how they are paid for, could prove 

to be very useful in a time when more and more public services find themselves in a market 

environment. The strong focus of PA satisfaction scholarship on expectations and attitude 

formation means that very few scholars still work on service quality and operational 

characteristics of the service as determinants of service quality, and that alternative 

approaches to satisfaction such as need fulfilment are largely absent (Oliver, 2015). 

Incorporating both mainstream and advanced insights on customer satisfaction from the 

private services literature into public administration research will therefore be a 

straightforward way of expanding research into public service satisfaction.  
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