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Capturing trust in public service encounters
Mapping trust along life event citizen journeys

David Nowak !

Abstract: Understanding and fostering citizen trust is crucial for effective public service delivery,
where citizens must take risks vis a vis the state, or where collaboration and adherence to rules is
especially important. This article proposes a systematic approach to develop a deeper comprehen-
sion of how trust is gained and lost during specific service interactions. Building on prior work on
where trust may be gained or lost in a generic citizen journey [Di22b] this article proposes identify-
ing life event services, where trust is particularly important and creating citizen journeys, from the
perspective of relevant segments of the population.

Keywords: Trust, Citizen Journey, Life event

1 Introduction

Across the last decade, under the header Digital Transformation a large body of Infor-
mation Systems research has focused on understanding the impact of digital technology
use on organizations and individuals. Discussing the impact of digitalization on public
communication, the public sphere, Claudia Ritzi [Ri24] coins the metaphor of a public
communication universe. She echoes claims of a third structural transformation of the
public sphere through the exponential expansion of the number of participants, the evolu-
tion of types of content and the fragmentation of audiences intensifying the struggle for
attention. For local governments, falling usage rates of traditional communication chan-
nels like city newspapers, lagging adoption of municipal digital channels and the dispersal
of audiences across platforms make it continuously more costly to maintain the same level
of attention. Slow uptake of electronic public services in many countries has led to a strong
focus on understanding citizens’ choice of service channel and factors influencing the
adoption of digital channels [Mal6]. This line of inquiry is hardly new, but it is moving
in new directions as new technologies find application across domains. Furthermore, new
channels are being added to the communicative repertoire of local government actors, like
location-based notification systems for emergency alerts (e.g. [Bo21]), that need to be
integrated into channel strategies.
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Along with this development, scholars from various disciplines have observed changes in
levels of public trust in institutions prompting some to speak of a “trust crisis” (see for
example [Al17, CS18]. Digitalization can impact the public sector across a variety of fea-
tures which is captured in a taxonomy introduced by Mergel et al.[Me19]. They distin-
guish processes, services, products, relationships, technology and business models as ob-
jects of digital transformation in public administrations. This article is primarily concerned
with relationships as objects of digital transformation. In this context the digital transfor-
mation of the channels through which government and the public interact, prompt the
question how this affects underlying dynamics of citizen-government trust. Trust has been
named as a factor for the public sector to foster collaboration [OM18, O020], important
for eGovernment adoption [Bé05] and associated with higher adherence to rules [De21].
To understand citizen-government trust, however, changes in trust over time and differ-
ences across services and segments of the population need to be accounted for.

Most interactions between citizens and government relate to the provision of public ser-
vices. A typical instance of providing a public service, then, is now a series of interactions
through both physical and digital channels. How governments should configure their var-
ious service channels is examined in the field of multi-channel management (see [Mal6]
for an overview). A small literature depicts these processes as “citizen journeys” along
various service touchpoints, analogue to customer journeys widely used in research on
eCommerce. Distel and Koelmann [Di22b] propose to examine how trust evolves along
this citizen journey. Service interactions are often clustered along “life events”, like mov-
ing to a new city or entering university, that necessitate contact between citizens and the
administration (see for example [TT08]). As trust depends on risk [Di22a], and the risks
associated with public services are likely not equal across life events (e.g. the stakes in
renewing your Visa are higher than in applying for a parking permit), the importance of
trust should vary across services. Especially for those “high stakes” services, safeguarding
trust along the citizen journey is an important concern for good multi-channel manage-
ment. Similarly, for services where outcomes of trust, like citizens not withholding infor-
mation are particularly relevant and control activities especially undesirable, trust man-
agement should be assigned a higher relevance.

To this end, this article proposes a theory synthesis following Jaakkola et al. [Ja20] of how
citizen-government trust changes along the citizen journey.

2 Method

This article follows Jaakkola et al’s [Ja20] approach to writing theory syntheses. A theory
synthesis integrates perspectives from different research streams to link phenomena in a
new way. This article seeks to integrate the research on how citizens interact with eGov-
ernment services with research on trust to propose a view of how trust evolves along a
service interaction. A theory synthesis integrates domain theories and a method theory.
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Domain Theories describe aspects of the phenomenon of interest. The method theory or-
ganizes dimensions of the phenomenon to enable data collection and analysis.

In this case, life event services and the citizen journey are employed as domain theories to
describe the relationship between citizens and the public sector. As a method theory, a
trust lense drawing on Distel and Koelmann’s prior work [Di22b] and on Dietz’s universal
sequence of trust [Dil1] is employed to structure the dynamics of this relationship. This
perspective allows investigating where and for whom trust is particularly relevant across
public services and throughout service interactions.

In the following, concepts are introduced and a theoretical view on trust in public service
encounters outlined. It is then applied in exemplary fashion to the process of applying for
unemployment benefits.

3 Literature

Interaction between citizens and local government centres around the provision of public
services, which are provided through physical and digital channels. In the eGovernment
domain, the management of different channels to provide public services is primarily dealt
with by the channel choice and multi-channel management literature [Mal6, Pi22]. This
literature focusses on explaining citizens’ choices of service channels. Channel choice
literature frequently draws on Media Richness Theory, Channel Expansion Theory Tech-
nology adoption research and marketing research [Mal16] identifying many aspects of why
citizens choose to interact with different public service channels.

Madsen & Kreemmergaard [Mal6], in a review of the channel choice literature list channel
characteristics, task characteristics, personal characteristics, situational constraints and
satisfaction as variables influencing citizens choice of service channels. Laenens et al.
[Lal8] additionally identify digital inequality mechanisms and information characteristics
as factors impacting channel choice to receive spatial planning related information. Digital
inequality variables, like digital skills and access, are a highly relevant characteristic of
target audiences to consider in determining where digital communication channels are
more or less appropriate. As information characteristics, Laenens et al. [Lal8] consider
quality, quantity, comprehensibility, governance level and proximity to the audience.

For public organizations digital channels tend to be more cost effective. However, they
may not be suitable for every service and service recipient, and public services need to be
accessible for everyone. The question of how to best manage a wide variety of channels
from the public administration’s side has been subject of the multi-/omni-channel man-
agement literature. Some studies, like [WL17], attempt assigning fixed characteristics to
different channels for informing channel management strategies. In contrast, Pieterson et
al. [Pi22], in a review of omni-channel management literature highlight that channel char-
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acteristics generally interact not just with the context, the task, but also the service recip-
ient. Therefore, they call for research that incorporates service journeys from the eyes of
different population segments [Pi22].

In literature on e-Commerce, customer interactions with various business touchpoints as
part of, for instance, making a purchase are often grouped in a customer journey to opti-
mize the customer experience (see [Ga20]). Recently, a small number of articles has begun
adapting the customer journey concept to public service provision, creating “citizen jour-
neys”’[BB22, Di22b, Gr22, Mu22, Sa22, Sc20].

Muschkiet et al. [Mu22] propose a framework to map citizens’ interactions with smart city
services to improve services based on city data. They map ideas for service improvements,
citizens’ touchpoints with the city, their actions, pains and expectations at multiple points
in time. Similarly, Graf Drasch et al. [Gr22] create a citizen journey map for city district
services. Their framework also includes a time dimension, in the form of life stages (mov-
ing to a district, living there, moving out). Additionally, they formulate the need to create
journeys for different groups of citizens by creating personas, and distinguish physical,
digital and hybrid touchpoints for various district services.

An application of the citizen journey to a single instance of a public service is Scholta et
al’s [Sc20] generic citizen journey. It focusses on the steps involved in the service in-
stance, distinguishing mandatory and optional steps. The timeframe begins prior to service
provision, with a preparation phase, in which citizens recognize a need for a public service,
choose a channel and search for information. In the next phase, the application phase, they
choose a service, prepare and conduct their application. Finally, in the results phase, citi-
zens may choose a channel for inquiries or submitting additional documents prior to re-
ceiving their result, using their result and possibly submitting feedback.

First efforts have also been made to utilize the citizen journey for analysing trust along
service encounters. Gutowski and Kao [BB22] utilize the generic citizen journey to spec-
ify a citizen journey for residency registration of students, highlighting trustworthiness
beliefs and risk perceptions across 6 interviews. Distel and Koelmann [Di22b] extended
the generic citizen journey, for each touchpoint marking potential trust gains and losses.

The concept of structuring public services along citizens’ life-events has first been intro-
duced over two decades ago as part of efforts to implement ‘one-stop shop’ government,
which means offering a single access point for public services across agencies [Wi01].
Tambouris and Tarabanis [TT08] describe life events as a situation where citizens, to fulfil
a need, require a public service. Rather, than citizens having to coordinate requests from
various agencies, the concept departs from the idea that events in citizens’ life, like mov-
ing to a new town, create a need for certain services, like registering in the new location
and updating your ID. While the impact on academic literature has been limited, the con-
cept enjoys widespread use, and is used to group services and structure government web-
sites [LBO03]. The concept of life events provides a fruitful starting point to create citizen
journeys, given the focus on grouping public services linked with a single need on part of
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citizens. Saxena et al. [Sa22] have already linked the two concepts, creating citizen jour-
neys for 14 life events based on interviews. Their citizen journeys are focussed on specific
steps in making and processing service applications and are presented as decision trees.
The concept of life event journeys is also used outside academia, for instance for the EU
eGovernment benchmark [Eu22].

3.1 Trust

Research on trust is a broad and mature field across a variety of disciplines. Within IS, a
variety of perspectives on trust are employed. Trust here, is understood following Mayer
et al.’s [Ma95] widely used definition as the willingness of one party, the trustor to be
vulnerable to another party, the trustee, under uncertain conditions. The trustor decides to
take this risk or not, based on trustworthiness beliefs about the competence, integrity and
benevolence of the trustee. This element of uncertainty and risk means that trust and con-
trol are mutually exclusive.

Mollering [M613] highlights that trust should be viewed as a process and that trust changes
over time, calling for more works taking a longitudinal perspective. They introduce 5 con-
ceptualizations of trust as a process, of which trust as processing is the most appropriate
here. According to this approach, to understand trust it is essential to understand the social
and cognitive processes that “generate and ‘process’ [ ...] information in order to produce
the outcome of trust”. The importance of different trustworthiness beliefs may shift over
the course of this process as a relationship progresses.

A definition of trust that lends itself well to analysing trust as a process across varying
administrative processes and through the eyes of different groups of citizens is provided
by Dietz [Dil1]. Dietz builds on this definition, integrating extant research on trust to
propose a “universal sequence” of trusting as “an assessment of beliefs, a decision, a risk-
taking act, feedback on the outcomes”. According to this view trust is formed and informs
decisions in a similar fashion across contexts. Rather than there existing different types of
trust that come into play in different situations, the sequence is always the same, but var-
iance exists in how its different stages play out. Trustworthiness beliefs about the trustee’s
ability, benevolence and integrity are formed, based on various inputs: 1) the trustor’s
predisposition to trust, 2) the trustee’s character, motives, abilities and behaviour, 3) the
nature of the trustor and trustee’s relationship, 4) situational influences, like cultural or
reputational factors, 5) domain-specific concerns and 6) feedback from previous interac-
tions. Based on these trustworthiness beliefs, a decision to trust or not is taken, which then
informs trust-informed actions and potential risk taking. In a following interaction, feed-
back from this decision will influence the trustor’s trustworthiness beliefs about the trus-
tee.
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4 A conceptual model for trust in the citizen journey

The goal of the article is to propose a framework to examine how trust evolves along
public service encounters. Channel Choice and Multi-Channel Management literature tell
us that the influence of channel characteristics differs by channel and audience [Mal6,
Pi22]. Literature on trust informs us that inputs into trust also vary by context and are
influenced by prior interactions[Dill, M013]. To investigate trust in service interactions,
it thus needs to be captured over time, differentiating different services and audiences.
This makes the Citizen Journey a well-suited tool for this endeavour. Moving from Distel
and Koelmann’s [Di22b] use of Scholta et al’s [Sc20] generic citizen journey, | thus pro-
pose to develop citizen journeys for services where trust is especially relevant, due to
higher risk on part of citizens, or a higher relevance of outcomes of trust. In this section,
the framework is laid out and applied in exemplary fashion to a life event where trust is
particularly important, applying for unemployment benefits.

Citizen journeys should specify a timeframe[Gr22]. Here, an instance of a life event ser-
vice is chosen, following Scholta et al’s generic citizen journey [Sc20]. Since the goal of
this article is to analyse trust, places where trust assessments, decisions and actions [Dil1]
occur should be marked in the citizen journeys, similar to Distel and Koelmann [Di22b].
Through interviews, inputs, including feedback from prior interactions and trustworthi-
ness beliefs should be measured for each trust-relevant touchpoint.

The citizen journeys should not be generic, but focus on different life events [Sa22]. Life
events should be chosen based on exposing citizens to a particular risk or where the out-
comes of trust, like collaboration and adherence to rules is particularly important for the
administration. The citizen journeys should distinguish physical, digital and hybrid touch-
points [Gr22]. Finally, for any given life event citizen journeys should ultimately be de-
veloped for relevant personas [Eu22, Gr22]. Most relevant personas should differ across
life events, but individual-level factors from channel choice literature, like different age
cohorts or digital inequality factors, may provide a starting point.

The EU’s eGovernment benchmark [Eu22] contains 7 life events from the perspective of
citizens, including persona descriptions for them: 1) Career, meaning services for request-
ing unemployment benefits, other benefits and finding a new job, 2) Family, clustering
services around births, deaths and marriages, 3) Studying, 4) Health 5) Moving, 6) Starting
a small claims procedure and 7) Transport, related to buying a car.

Trust is more important from the perspective of the trustor, if the trustor perceives a higher
risk in being vulnerable to the trustee. | follow Distel et al. [Di22a] in adopting Rousseau
et als. [R098, p.395] definition of perceived risk as “the perceived probability of loss, as
interpreted by a decision maker”. From the perspective of the trustee, trust is more im-
portant, where trust outcomes, like willingness to collaborate, share information and ad-
here to rules and agreement, are more relevant.
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Here, the career life event is used as an example: From the perspective of a citizen affected
by lay-offs, there is a risk of not receiving or having to wait long to receive benefits and
receiving inappropriate counselling. From the perspective of the administration, there is a
high desirability of receiving complete information to determine rights to benefits, and for
a high willingness to collaborate with counsellors to find a new job for applicants. Future
work should investigate risk perceptions and the relevance of trust outcomes for different
life events more in-depth. For the example, no persona was created.

The generic citizen journey was adapted to the career life event drawing on information
on the websites of two German cities. The resulting life event citizen journey is depicted
in table 1. First, a potential applicant recognizes the need to apply for unemployment ben-
efits, for instance because of a lay-off. They then need to choose a channel to search for
information. Trust in the competence, benevolence and integrity at this point comes into
play in the channel choice. For instance, a lack of trust in the administration may result in
searching for information from third parties rather than consulting the jobcentre’s website,
calling the contact person or going there in person for information. If information is in-
complete or incorrect, or citizens are misunderstood, this may result in negative feedback
on trustworthiness beliefs. In contrast, a swift and useful reply may result in positive feed-
back. After informing themselves, citizens make a choice about how to apply, e.g. when
and where, and afterwards prepare the application. They may then conduct the application
digitally or in person. Again, at this point trust comes into play and citizens may be reluc-
tant to share some information or prefer the physical channel if they do not trust the ad-
ministration regarding data security and protection. Next, citizens may schedule an op-
tional personal consultation to facilitate finding new employment. Trust in the ability, be-
nevolence and integrity of the administration should make citizens more likely to go to
such an appointment. In a similar fashion, citizens experiences around the result of their
application and whether it is an understandable and transparent decision may influence
trustworthiness beliefs for future citizen journeys.

Touchpoint Trust relevant factors (adapted from [Di22b])
(adapted from [Sc20])

Preparation Phase

Recognize need: Lay-off No trust relevant aspect

Choose Channel: Digital or Perceived ability, benevolence, integrity of administra-
physical application tion

Search Information Online: Missing, incomplete or incorrect information.
In-Person/on the phone: misinterpretation of problem,
time investment, perceived competence, benevolence,
integrity of civil servant
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Application Phase

Make Choice to apply and
when: Online Application

Prepare Application: Gather
documents

Conduct Application: Up-
load everything and submit

Optional: Get Appointment
for personal consultation by
e-mail

Optional: Go to personal
consultation in person

Perceived ability, benevolence, integrity of administra-
tion

No trust relevant aspect

Perceived data security and protection, Perceived ability,
benevolence, integrity of administration, user-friendli-
ness and support

Misinterpretation of problem, time investment, per-
ceived ability, benevolence, integrity of administration

Misinterpretation of problem, time investment, per-
ceived competence, benevolence, integrity of civil serv-
ant

Results Phase

Choose Channel: E-mail

Optional: Make Inquiries

Optional:  Submit  further

documents

Receive Result: Benefits ap-
proved

Use Result
Give Feedback

Perceived ability, benevolence, integrity of administra-
tion

Time investment

No trust relevant aspect

Comprehensibility, understandability, transparency of
decision

No trust relevant aspect

No trust relevant aspect

Table 1

The proposed framework should be applied to public services in a local government by
first conducting focus groups with citizens and administrative personnel to determine
which life events and what target groups trust management is most relevant for. Adminis-
trative personnel should come from citizen-facing departments, like job centres, citizen
offices, youth offices and construction offices. Citizens should be invited to several rounds
of focus groups to include a wider range of different perspectives. Next, life event citizen
journeys should be created and validated, through interviews with citizens and adminis-
trative personnel. Here, administrative personnel engaged in providing the life event ser-
vice in question, and current service recipients should be interviewed. Service recipients
should be interviewed several times as they pass through service instances, to gauge how

trust changes along the journey.
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5 Discussion

This article primarily contributes to the literature on trust in eGovernment services, ex-
panding the work of Distel and Koelmann [Di22b] by proposing to create citizen journeys
for different life events and tracking changes in trust across the journey. The expected
contribution is a better understanding of where trust for public services matters most, by
specifying citizen journeys for different life events and personas. The life event citizen
journeys provide a framework to structure how trust changes across a service instance,
and how it interacts with other factors determining channel choice and eGovernment adop-
tion.

Furthermore, the research should generate practical recommendations for municipalities
in creating trust-management strategies. As citizen journeys are already used to bench-
mark eGovernment services in praxis [Eu22], the framework is well-placed to deliver on
this promise.

A future application of this framework should develop multiple citizen journeys for rele-
vant personas for life events where trust matters especially. Across life events, different
segments of the population are likely more relevant for trust management. Instances of
public services do not just involve a variety of trustors, but also several different trustees.
Trust in administrative organisations, individual civil servants and in technology needs
disentangling and emphasis should be placed on this when developing the citizen journeys.
Another weakness of this approach is that by focussing on specific life-events, cross-cut-
ting factors that are relevant for trust may be more difficult to spot. Furthermore, the nar-
row focus may make findings less generalizable.

6 Conclusion

This article proposed a theory synthesis of the life event service, citizen journey and trust
literatures to create a structured view on how citizens trust evolves along an instance of
service provision. The article expands Distel and Koelmann’s [Di22b]view on municipal
trust management, proposing to create life event citizen journeys for different personas of
service recipients. Thereby, trust can be traced throughout the different steps of a life event
service, identifying the changing importance of different input factors over time, for gaug-
ing trustworthiness. A better understanding of this dynamic, and how it is impacted by the
introduction of digital technologies could facilitate more effective trust management on
part of local government.

Future research should generate a better understanding of where trust is most relevant from
both the citizens and governments side. To do so, researchers should aim to deepen their
understanding of what risks citizens perceive regarding different public services. Addi-
tionally, further studies should examine where outcomes of trust, like willingness to col-
laborate, are most crucial for public services to operate.
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