
This and other releases are also available through the Internet at http://www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca    Call (250) 387-0359 for details. 

 

Business Indicators � April 2006 

Citizens First 4: What British Columbians and  
Other Canadians Say About Government Services 

What do Canadians think about the quality 
of public sector services? What do they be-
lieve could be improved about those ser-
vices? These questions have only recently 
begun to be answered. In 1998, the Institute 
for Citizen-Centred Service co-ordinated an 
interjurisdictional partnership that includes 
the Province of B.C. to undertake “Citizens 
First”, a survey biennial of citizens in every 
province and territory to find answers to 
these questions. 

Citizens First 4 is the latest survey in this 
on-going research project. The results are 
based on a representative sample of almost 
7,000 citizens in every province and terri-
tory, including 847 British Columbians. 

The findings of Citizens First 4 provide not 
only the current state of mind of citizens, but a 
valuable and powerful set of lessons for service 
delivery managers in the public sector. 

Government Services Continue to 
Improve 

Comparing the results from the four Citi-
zens First surveys, it is evident that Canadi-
ans feel the quality of specific public 
services they have experienced, at all three 
levels of government, is improving. Be-
tween 1998 and 2005, substantial improve-
ments have been demonstrated across 
Canada in a variety of public services, in-
cluding health card application or renewals, 
hunting and fishing licenses, motor vehicle 
registration and driver’s licenses, and applica-
tions for social assistance. 

Government Service Reputation is Also 
Improving 

Citizens have also steadily increased their 
rating of public services in general. How-
ever, it is important to note that these rat-
ings are usually lower than the ratings for 
specific services discussed above. As an ex-
planation for this, the authors of the Citi-
zens First 4 report note that: 

when rating government services in 
general, citizens may draw on a 
range of opinions, experiences and 
reference group influences that tend 
to be more negative. The myth that 
all, or even many, public services are 
of poor quality still persists. Yet 
when one gets past the mythical 
rhetoric and anecdotal examples of 
poor experiences, many government 
services rate rather well.1 

All levels of government show service 
reputation improvement 

                                            
1 Phase 5 Consulting Group (for the Institute for Citizen-
Centred Service and the Institute of Public Administration 
of Canada), Citizens First 4, November 2005, p. 13. 
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In B.C., the climb in the rating of the quality 
of government services has been steeper 
than the Canadian average. In 1998, British 
Columbians were less satisfied with gov-
ernment services at all levels than Canadi-
ans as a whole, but by 2005 BC residents 
rated the quality of government services at 
the same level or higher than the Canadian 
average. Provincial government services 
have shown a 5-point increase across Can-
ada, while in B.C. that increase has been 12 
points. 

Citizens Have Higher Service Quality Ex-
pectations of Public Services 

Most citizens—three quarters of British Co-
lumbians—expect governments to provide 
a higher level of service than the private 
sector, but at the same time they recognize 
that governments have a more difficult task. 
When asked about specific government ser-
vices, only two out of five (41%) said that 
government delivers services as well or bet-
ter than the private sector. 

This is apparently in contradiction with the 
finding noted earlier that many specific 
public services achieve higher client satis-
faction scores than similar private sector 
services. To quote the Citizens First 4 Sum-
mary Report, “It appears that myths about 
the overall quality of public services con-
tinue in spite of good experiences by clients 
when they receive individual services.”2 

Identifying the Common Drivers of Client 
Satisfaction 

One of the central findings of Citizens First, 
beginning in 1998, has been the identifica-
tion of the drivers of client satisfaction—
those service features that explain varia-
tions in overall satisfaction scores.  

                                            
2 Faye Schmidt (for Phase 5 Consulting Group, the 
Institute for Citizen-Centred Service and the Institute of 
Public Administration of Canada), Citizens First 4 Sum-
mary Report, November 2005, p. 6. 

Citizens First 4 confirmed that the common 
drivers are still present: the knowledge and 
competence of staff, courtesy, going the ex-
tra mile, outcome, and timeliness. Of these, 
timeliness was found to both play the big-
gest role in client satisfaction, and to have 
the greatest room for improvement across 
the public sector. 

Citizens First has shown that the more driv-
ers that are present, the higher the overall 
service quality rating. Knowing how clients 
view a particular service delivery experi-
ence enables public sector managers to bet-
ter target strategies to improve the specific 
drivers of that service. 

The common drivers that exist across public 
sector service delivery form the basis of the 
Common Measurements Tool (CMT), a 
bank of survey questions specifically de-
signed to evaluate public sector service de-
livery. The CMT contains a set of core 
questions that are designed to measure the 
key drivers of satisfaction of public services. 
By using the CMT, public sector organiza-
tions can assess their performance on the 
important elements of service delivery, as 
well as benchmark their results against 
other similar public sector service delivery 
organizations. 

Priorities for Service Improvement 

Respondents to Citizens First 4 were asked 
to identify their priorities for service im-
provements. For provincial and municipal 
services, health care services dominated the 
priorities across Canada. The priorities cited 
by British Columbians, and the percentage 
of respondents listing each, are shown in 
the table below. 
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Service 

Percent 
choosing the 
service as a 
priority for  
improvement 

Stayed in hospital to 
receive care 46 

Received hospital services 
as an out-patient 35 

Visited a physician or 
medical doctor’s office 29 

Sent one of your children 
to attend public school 20 

Visited a municipal, 
provincial, territorial park 
or campground 

18 

Roads maintained by your 
municipality 17 

Used municipal public 
transit (bus, streetcar, 
subway) 

17 

Contacted the municipal 
police force for help 11 

Drinking water provided to 
you at your residence 11 

 

Access to Services Could Be Improved 

When asked about the accessibility of gov-
ernment services in general, only one quarter 
of respondents to Citizens First 4 agreed with 
the statement that “I can readily access any 
government service that I need”. But when 
asked about specific service experiences, two-
thirds of the respondents agreed with the 
statement “It was easy to access this service”. 
As was seen with service quality, there is a 
gap between citizen perceptions of public ser-
vices and their individual service experience. 

When are citizens satisfied with access to pub-
lic services? The answer is when they know 
where to start and how to get the service, 
when they have the ability to easily find what 
or who they are looking for, and the ability to 
contact staff when it is convenient. 

Urban and Rural British Columbians: 
Do They Differ? 

In order to better understand the attitudes 
of British Columbians, a closer look was 
taken at the responses, grouped by com-
munity size.  

 “Large Urban” was defined as communi-
ties over 100,000 persons. This component is 
dominated by the Greater Vancouver Re-
gional District, and accounts for just under 
two-thirds of the provincial population. The 
next category was small urban, with com-
munities with as few as 10,000 residents, up 
to 99,999 residents. Small urban communities 
account for 17% of the B.C. population. Rural 
B.C. is home to 18% of the province’s people. 

The majority of B.C. residents live in large 
urban centres 

Given the differences in the larger range 
and proximity of government services that 
urban residents enjoy, it is perhaps surpris-
ing that the attitudes of people in the three 
areas differ very little from one another on the 
topic of satisfaction with government services. 

Where rural British Columbians do differ 
from their urban counterparts is in their 
confidence in the public service. Specifi-
cally, they are less likely to agree with 
statements that the public service is respon-
sive and in touch with their needs, or that 
the public service has effective management 
and leadership. 

BC Population by Urban & Rural Areas
Population: 4,254,522 (2005)

Vancouver
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Kelowna
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rural: incorporated

rural: unincorporated

other Greater 
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District

Source: BC Stats, Population Estimate 2005
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This difference might be explained, at least 
in part, by the fact that two-thirds of rural 
residents live in unincorporated areas. 
These British Columbians do not have a lo-
cal municipal government, and are there-
fore removed from garbage collection, snow 
removal, and other tangible evidence of 
public services. 

How Do Citizens Prefer to Access Gov-
ernment Services? 

When it comes to citizens’ preferred mode 
for accessing government services, just over 
half of the respondents indicate that visiting 
an office where in-person service is avail-
able is their preference. One-quarter favour 
placing or receiving a telephone call, while 
one in ten respondents state that visiting an 
internet site is their preference. 

In the wired 21st Century, how can the con-
tinued preference for in-person service be 
explained? The answer may lie in the fact 
that many government services require in-
dividual authentication (ensuring that you 
are who you claim to be), and that many 
government services are not yet delivered 
over the phone or internet.  

Other reasons are found in respondent 
opinions about the different modes of ac-
cessing services. In-person was selected as 
“most effective in getting what you need or 
want” by two-thirds of the respondents, but 
less than half said it was “fastest”. 

Perhaps most importantly, the respondents 
are far more concerned with security and 
privacy when accessing government ser-
vices through electronic channels such as 
the internet and e-mail than they are with 
person-to-person transactions over the 
phone or in-person. 

The Public Sector Service Value Chain 

Research in the private sector has identified 
a “service profit chain”. A public sector 
“service value chain” has been proposed3, 
linking public service employee engage-
ment client satisfaction with public sector 
service delivery, and citizen trust and con-
fidence in the public service. 

Citizens First 3, conducted in 2002, estab-
lished evidence of the link between service 
quality and confidence in government. Citi-
zens First 4 confirmed the link, and ex-
plored the relationship further, identifying 
four drivers of confidence in the public ser-
vice, listed in order of importance: 

1. Strong leadership and management 

2. Benefits to citizens 

3. Strong services 

4. Equal and ethical treatment 

“Strong services” can be more precisely de-
fined. Citizens have more confidence in the 
public service when it is seen as being re-
sponsive, effective in achieving its objec-
tives, meeting citizen needs and priorities, and 
when service delivery is of high quality. 

The research into the other part of the ser-
vice value chain—the link between public 
sector employee engagement and the qual-
ity of service delivery—has only just 
started. In British Columbia, BC STATS is 
playing a central role in measuring both 
employee engagement and client satisfac-
tion with public service delivery. And as 
part of the public sector research commu-
nity in Canada, BC STATS will be exploring 
the link between the two. 

                                            
3 Ralph Heintzman and Brian Marson, “People, ser-
vice and trust: is there a public sector service value 
chain?”, International Review of Administrative Sci-
ences, Vol.71(4), 2005, pp.549-575. 
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Conclusion 

Citizens First 4, and the previous three sur-
veys, provides enormously valuable insights 
into the factors necessary to provide excel-
lent service to citizens. By applying the les-
sons of Citizens First, government service 
delivery—the very reason for the existence of 
the public sector—can be improved. 

This summary only scratches the surface; 
readers are encouraged to seek out the 
comprehensive Citizens First 4 reports pub-
lished by the Institute for Citizen Centred 
Service (www.iccs-isac.org). 

http://www.iccs-isac.org/

