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What are the sources of citizen satisfaction with local government? Our answers to this 

question remain fragmentary due to limits in our tools of investigation which have not been 

well suited for disentangling individual- and jurisdictional-level determinants of citizens' 

evaluations and distinguishing these from city-specific effects. We employ a comparison 

group design to jointly assess three theoretical accounts of the source of satisfaction. The results 

point to a very understandable account of satisfaction with local government. On the individual's 

side of the relationship, we find an important role for local government efficacy and attachment 

to the local community. And on the government,s, our model points to what officials actually do 

for citizens: provision of some level and quality of services. 

Citizens' satisfaction with public services has long been linked to a broad 

array of political behaviors (Sharp 1984a, 1984b, 1984d, 1986; Orbell and 

Uno 1972; Lyons and Lowery 1986, 1989), including: supporting or opposing of 

proposals to raise taxes or cut services (Beck et al. 1987; Fowler 1974), 

contacting behaviors (Sharp 1982, 1984c, 1986; Thomas 1982), exiting the ju-
risdiction (Tiebout 1956; Ostrom et al. 1961), and protesting and rioting 

(Sears and McConahay 1973). But given the substantial attention devoted to 

the issue, it is surprising that our knowledge about the sources of citizen sat-

isfaction remains fragmentary. Several explanations have been examined in 

the literature, including some based on individual-level demographic (e.g., 
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race and income) and attitudinal (e.g., political efficacy) factors. Others focus 

on systemic jurisdiction-level (e.g., consolidated/fragmented government 
structure) factors. And there is an older, predominantly case literature on 

urban politics (Talbot 1969; Ferman 1985; Swanstrom 1985; Yates 1977; 

Lyons 1977) which often focuses on the city-specific role of civic leaders in 
providing objective conditions in urban governance that would be conducive 

to citizen satisfaction. But while some support has been found for several 

hypotheses embedded in these explanations, we have yet to construct an in-

tegrated account of the phenomenon. 

This failure is due not to a lack of theoretical imagination but to 

limitations in our tools of investigation. The inferential limits of the city-
specific case literature have been recognized for some time. But even the 

more systematic research designs employed by urban researchers have 

been less than ideally suited for disentangling the full set of 

competing/complementary explanations of citizen satisfaction with local 

government. In this paper, we employ a comparison group design to test a 

more complete account of the determinants of citizen satisfaction by 

simultaneously investigating both individual- and jurisdiction-level sources 

of public evaluations of local government. And we are able to isolate by 

implication the impact of city- and neighborhood-specific factors as distinct 

from random fluctuations in public evaluations. The extant accounts of 

satisfaction are summarized in the first section, followed by a presentation of 

the design, data, and findings. In the final section, we discuss the 

implications of these findings for understanding citizen satisfaction. 

THREE EXPLANATIONS OF CITIZEN SATISFACTION WITH URBAN SERVICES 

Three, sometimes overlapping, explanations of citizen satisfaction are evi-

dent in the urban politics literature, respectively focusing on individual- 

level, jurisdiction-level, and city- or neighborhood-specific determinants.1
 

Individual-Level Explanations 

Two individual-level approaches can be distinguished, though the best 

analyses using this approach link both in more complex causal analyses of 

citizen satisfaction (i.e., Beck et al. 1986). The first focuses on demographic 
variables in accounting for levels of satisfaction. For example, several studies 

have shown that blacks rate service quality far lower than do whites (Aber-

bach and Walker 1970; Schuman and Gruenberg 1972; Durand 1976; Brown 

1 In a fourth approach, some have found that citizens who contact officials have a more 

accurate, and generally positive, assessment of servIces (Fitzgerald and Durand 1980; Parks 

1984). But using the Kentucky data, we found that those who contact were more likely to give 

negative assessments, suggesting that contacting is a response to dissatisfaction (see Lyons and 

Lowery I989). 
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and Coulter 1983), even though systematic social-class or racial biases gener-

ally have not been found to matter in research on city service distribution 

patterns (Lineberry 1977; Jones et. al. 1978; Jones 1980; Mladenka 1981). 

Other studies have suggested that age, income, gender, and homeownership 

status may affect some evaluations, but again little consensus can be found in 

the empirical findings (Brown and Coulter 1983; Hero and Durand 1985; 
Brudney and England 1982a; Fitzgerald and Durand 1980). While such re-

search has a long tradition, it is often not clear in these analyses just why any 

observed empirical relationship should exist. All too often, the finding that a 

particular demographic variable is related to satisfaction remains an unex-

plained empirical observation. In other analyses, however, the demographic 

variables are interpreted as proxies for more immediate attitudes and beliefs 

presumed to be directly related to satisfaction with services—our second 

individual-level approach. 

This second set of individual-level factors focuses directly on political atti-
tudes that are presumed to be more closely related to satisfaction. Prominent 

in this set of factors is the concept of local political efficacy. In recent analy-

ses, most investigators have accepted the position that general political atti-

tudes are government specific phenomena (Balch 1974; Sharp 1986). Accord-

ingly, most urban scholars have attempted to distinguish between general 

political efficacy as measured by the traditional SRC index and the notion of 
political efficacy as it relates to particular local governments. Efforts along 

this line have been subsumed under a variety of labels and indicators. 

Beck et al. (1986) and Stipak (1977, 1979) deal with this general notion under 

the heading of community disaffection and found it to be strongly associated 

with service satisfaction. Similarly, in a study of citizen evaluations of police 

protection, political efficacy was positively and significantly related to 

satisfaction with police services (Brown and Coulter 1983). While the role of 

disaffection and/or local political efficacy in shaping service evaluations 

has been studied, some ambiguity remains, especially in regard to 

measurement, an issue we consider more fully below. 

Social investment or community attachment on the part of citizens might 

also influence service evaluations. By community attachment, we mean the 

degree to which citizens are integrated into the community and psychologi-

cally attached to its life. Those who are invested in or attached to the com-
munity are hypothesized to be more satisfied with their city governments. 

Previous research (Lyons and Lowery 1989) has found that social 

investment is closely related to loyalty behaviors in response to 

dissatisfaction, or passively but optimistically expecting the government to 

resolve a source of dissatisfaction. It is a small leap to suggest that this 

positive orientation might also generalize to positive service evaluations to 

begin with. And Beck et al. (1986) have found that community attachment 

is related to service evaluations, albeit indirectly. 
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Based on this analysis, we can formalize the individual-level model of citi-

zen satisfaction with urban services in the following manner: 

 

Jurisdictional-Level Explanations 

The second approach to understanding the sources of satisfaction focuses 

on systemic jurisdiction-level phenomena. But, in some cases, the boundary 

between this approach and the individual-level models can be fuzzy. For ex-
ample, a number of aggregate-level analyses and multiple city surveys have 

suggested that several of the individual-level demographic factors discussed 

earlier may have jurisdictional-level analogs that influence satisfaction over 

and above the individual-level impacts of these variables. Most 

importantly, in a number of multiple city surveys, significant variations in 

satisfaction have been found across cities on the basis of aggregate 

differences in the size of the nonwhite population and income (Fowler 1974; 

Schuman and Gruen- berg 1972), but whether this is due to individual- or 

jurisdiction-level causes remains unclear. Jurisdictional influences over and 

above individual impacts are plausible. The percent of blacks in the city may 

affect either black perceptions or white perceptions, or both, if evaluations 

are based on how responsive residents believe that city is to their needs 

when they are a minority group. Similarly, whether the population of a city 

is wealthy or poor on average may be more important in determining 
satisfaction than the personal wealth of a given citizen. In any case, both 

the Race and Income hypotheses must be examined at both levels. 

A second and somewhat broader interpretation of this same general orien-

tation emphasizes the larger societal context in which local citizens conduct 

their daily lives, rather than specific jurisdictional-level demographic char-

acteristics such as race and income. Williams (1971, 1975), for example as-

serts that individual and household units search for access to a broad range of 

"life-style maintaining" conditions by locating in specific neighborhoods or 

communities within a given urban area, thereby segregating themselves into 

discreet social worlds. This clustering of households into relatively homoge-

neous socioeconomic neighborhoods and/or communities has been discussed 

extensively in the literature, and is thought to be associated with differing 

service expectations and, therefore, differing evaluations of local tax-service 

packages. Indeed, several studies have reported significant differences in the 

service expectations of various types of neighborhoods, with upper-class areas 

displaying strong interest in "amenities," while working-class areas stress 
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"housekeeping services," and lower-status areas .push for "social services" 

(Sharp 1986, 70-71). To the extent that these variations in service expecta-

tions across neighborhoods or communities may be independent of individ-

ual-level socioeconomic and life-style considerations, we need to include 

this kind of general systemic variable in our model in trying to understand 

differences in satisfaction with local services and the governments that sup-

ply them. 

A third class of jurisdiction-level factors—governmental structural vari-

ables—are more clearly unique to that level of analysis. While a number of 

variables are noted in the literature (i.e., strong mayor versus manager sys-

tems or district versus at-large representation), one of the most important is 

the distinction between consolidated and fragmented governmental struc-

tures. The public choice approach argues that citizens in smaller cities oper-
ating under fragmented arrangements experience higher levels of service 

performance and accessibility, as compared with consolidated systems (Os-

trom 1973; Bish and Ostrom 1973). The traditional reform view, in contrast, 

argues that consolidated urban-county governments provide clearer lines of 

political accountability and greater application of expertise to the complexi-

ties of urban life (Lyons and Lowery 1989). From both views, structural fac-

tors are presumed to promote satisfaction. 

Not surprisingly, these competing hypotheses on satisfaction have attracted 

some research attention (Rogers and Lipsey 1974), especially for satisfaction 

with police services (Ostrom 1976; Parks 1984; Ostrom and Smith 1976). 

Most of these studies use some form of comparison group design. As we will 

see, however, the designs used in these studies may not enable researchers 

to effectively contrast the impact of alternative institutional arrangements. 

Still, assuming for the moment that they actually do tap into the impact of in-
stitutional structure (rather than simply jurisdiction size), these studies 

tend to provide strong support for the public choice view, with Rogers and 

Lipsey's (1974) bivariate comparison of general satisfaction in two Nashville 

metropolitan jurisdictions being the most directly relevant example. 

Fourth, satisfaction might be related to actual differences in the level and 

quality of services; if other things are equal (i.e., taxes), cities with more ser-

vices and higher quality services may be perceived more favorably by their 

citizens than those with fewer and poorer services. While this might seem 

obvious, it is by no means clear that satisfaction is directly related to service 

levels and quality. Previous research (Stipak 1977, 1979; Parks 1984) has in-

dicated that evaluations of services are not necessarily linked to actual ser-

vices, nor are these opinions laden with accurate information about govern-

ment. Citizens who have had contacts with officials appear to have somewhat 

more accurate views, but these citizens are in the minority. But, putting off 
for the moment the question of accuracy, we might expect that jurisdictional 

variations in service levels and quality might influence citizen satisfaction. 
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This analysis would suggest the following model of the jurisdictional-level 

determinants of satisfaction: 

 

City- and Neighborhood-Specific Explanations 

After we have accounted for individual- and jurisdiction-level systemic in-

fluences on citizen satisfaction, the remaining variance in satisfaction could 

be due to simple random error. This assumption is frequently built into 

analyses relying on single surveys of individuals in multiple jurisdictions. Al-

ternatively, unique, but not strictly random, city or neighborhood factors— 

local history in the language of quasi-experiments—could be accounting for 

that unexplained variance. While not concerned with citizen satisfaction 

per se, a rich case literature in urban politics (e.g., Lyons 1977; Yates 1977; 

Talbot 1969; Ferman 1985; Swanstrom 1985; Kotter and Lawrence 1974) 

suggests that urban leadership and management can have a considerable 

impact on satisfaction. 

While important, enumerating a complete list of such neighborhood- and 

city-specific influences would be difficult; it would include everything from 

the unique history of a given city to its mayor's leadership style and its 

management practices. The boundaries to this approach, too, are a bit fuzzy. 

Indeed, some of these factors are less than entirely distinct from some of the 
jurisdiction-level explanations we have examined; leadership may lead to 

systemic differences in service levels and/or quality. Still, this approach sug-

gests that each city or neighborhood is so unique that focusing on the im-

pacts of more systemic determinants is pointless. Each city or neighborhood 

must be studied in its own context and on its own terms to understand 

satisfaction. 

The lack of a discrete set of determinants makes it difficult to imagine 

how we might go about studying such influences beyond returning to case 

studies. But because we cannot examine them in detail does not mean that 

we cannot control for their impact nor separate their influence from general 

random error. This will be discussed more fully below. But, a simple model 

for just the city-specific determinants is easy to develop, if not very 

informative in and of itself. Given exclusive attention to city-specific effects, 

this explana- 
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tion suggests that the mean level of satisfaction in any community is unique 

to that community. Thus, the model would be as follows: 

 

The Three Sources of Infuence and the Limits of Research Design 

How do the three types of explanations of satisfaction relate to the re-

search strategies commonly used in the literature? And, more importantly, 

are these designs adequate to the task of decomposing the determinants of 

satisfaction? The most common type of analysis is a survey of individuals 

living in a single city (e.g., Brudney and England 1982a; Hero and Durand 

1985; Aberbach and Walker 1970; Coulter 1988). Although this approach can 

assess directly individual-level determinants of satisfaction, it tells us little 

about either jurisdiction-level or city-specific determinants of satisfaction; 
the influence of these variables is lost in the intercept term in analyses where 

their values are constants. A variant on this approach is found in the use of 

separate surveys of a limited number of cities (e.g., Beck et al. 1986; Sharp 

1986). Yet, most of these studies include so few cities that it remains impos-

sible to account for jurisdiction-level systemic and neighborhood or city- 

specific influences; there is simply not enough variation in these two sources 

of influence to sort out their relative importance in governing satisfaction. 

A second strategy is found in single surveys of citizens in multiple jurisdic-

tions (Fitzgerald and Durand 1980; Sharp 1984b). While this design is better 

able to sort out both individual- and jurisdiction-level systemic determinants 

of satisfaction, so few individuals are typically surveyed in any one city that 

it is difficult to sort out the impact of neighborhood or city-specific factors. 

There is simply no assurance that the few respondents from any one city are 

sufficiently representative of that municipality to justify inferences about 
city-specific influences on satisfaction, especially if, as is common, actual ser-

vice delivery patterns vary across neighborhoods in large cities. Thus, vari-

ance due to city-specific factors becomes lost in the residual term. 

Noting their limitations in no way invalidates all of the findings of the stud-

ies employing these designs. If one is interested in making inferences about 

only individual-level determinants of satisfaction, as Beck and his colleagues 

were (1987), then use of a city-specific survey is appropriate. But if one is 

interested in accounting for all three sets of determinants, such an 

approach is inadequate; there is simply too little variance in jurisdictional-

level factors to do much in the way of controlling for their impact. Instead, 

we need a design that will allow us to disentangle the two systemic influences 

on evaluation of city services—individual- and jurisdiction-level 

influences—while controlling for community-specific determinants. 
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The research that has best approximated these requirements is the com-

parative jurisdiction work of a number of public choice analysts on general 

satisfaction (Rogers and Lipsey 1974) and satisfaction with police services 

(Ostrom 1976; Ostrom and Smith 1976). These studies generally employ 

multiple surveys of citizens living in a variety of institutional arrangements 

within a metropolitan setting. Unfortunately, the survey sites that were pur-
posively selected in these analyses were not ones designed to provide clear 

contrasts on some of the key jurisdiction-level variables their authors were 

purportedly interested in making inferences about. By contrasting large and 

small jurisdictions within a single, metropolitan area, rather than similar 
neighborhoods or cities across fundamentally different metropolitan insti-

tutional arrangements (i.e., a pure consolidated government and a pure 

Tiebout-like system), these analyses tell us more about the impact of city size 

on satisfaction within a common institutional setting, than about the intrinsic 

impact of institutional arrangements per se. 

TESTING THE SATISFACTION EXPLANATIONS 

The Lexington-Fayette and Louisville-Jefferson County Surveys 

To test the three explanations, we need survey data from residents in a 

variety of urban socioeconomic communities in settings with varying 

forms of institutional arrangements. We selected five basic types of 

socioeconomic communities defined in terms of age, income, racial, and 

familistic characteristics. Surveys of these five types of communities were 

conducted in two different metropolitan areas, one of which has a 

fragmented system and the other a consolidated system. Thus, a total of 10 

surveys were conducted with the sites selected to provide contrasts on 

several of the variables noted above.2 

The two research sites are Louisville-Jefferson County and Lexington- 

Fayette County, Kentucky. Louisville-Jefferson County, with a population 

(1980) of 685,004, contains more than 90 units of general purpose local gov-

ernments (i.e., incorporated municipalities). It is prototypical of a govern-

mentally fragmented urban environment. On the other hand, the Lexington- 

Fayette County (1980 population of 204,000) setting with its 14-year-old 

consolidated city-county government, provides an environment where citi-

zens have little chance of finding the conditions associated with the Tiebout 

2 Although socioeconomic status is a very relative term, the definitions used in this case were 

based on conventions related to household income and education. Familism and nonfamilism 

were determined on the basis of census data indicating the presence or absence of children in a 

majority of households. (See Lyons and Engstrom 1971 for a discussion of survey versus aggre-

gate measures of familistic versus nonfamilistic life-styles.) 
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model within the confines of the county itself. The 10 sites across the two settings 

are identified in table 1. 

Aside from its practicality, several other advantages are realized in using these two 

settings. First, both share the same cultural milieu. Second, the school systems of 

both counties are consolidated, allowing us to focus squarely on satisfaction with local 

service packages other than education. Third, both settings are in the same state, 

thereby allowing us to control for the influence of differing patterns of state/local fiscal 

centralization, tax reliance, and legal requirements pertaining to service provision. 

And fourth, all of the sites are of the same approximate size, enabling us to control 

for this factor, especially in terms of disentangling the effects of governmental 

structure and jurisdiction size, which tend to be confounded in public choice 
research. 

To assess whether the five sets of socioeconomic communities selected on the 

basis of 1980 census data had generated comparable pairs of research sites, tests of 

the differences of means between each consolidated site and its counterpart in the 

fragmented setting were performed using data from the surveys on a number of 

demographic variables. For the most part, the differences were small and 

nonsignificant (Lowery and Lyons 1989; Lyons and Lowery 1989).3 

Data and Estimation Procedures 

The dependent variable, Satisfaction, is based on responses to two questions. 

First, respondents were asked: "Would you say that you are currently very satisfied, 

satisfied, dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied with the way (name of local government) is 

doing its job?" Second, respondents were asked: "In general, how good a job do you 

feel (name of local government) is currently doing in providing services—would you 

say that it is doing excellent, good, fair, or a poor job?" Since the items were 

moderately correlated (r = .67), the responses were combined to form a seven-point 

index ranging from zero to six. The combined measure taps both a very general 

impression of the effectiveness of city government as well as a general impression of 

how well the city is doing its specific job of service provision. 
While we use the combined measure because it has been previously shown to 

be related to a number of measures of political behavior as responses to 

dissatisfaction (Lyons and Lowery 1989), it might be argued that its separate 

components are tapping fundamentally different dimensions of 

3 As seen in the citations, a few significant differences were observed but seemed to have little 

substantive import. But this variance has important methodological implications given our sug-

gestion that race may have both individual- and jurisdictional-level impacts. If all of the black 

respondents resided in one or two of the sites, the individual- and jurisdiction-level race vari-

ables would be perfectly collinear. Thus, it is important that there be sufficient variance within 

sites to disentangle jurisdiction- and individual-level impacts. 
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satisfaction. Indeed, the .67 correlation noted above is far from perfect. Given 

this potential, separate analyses of the two components of the Satisfaction 
index identical to those to be presented below for the full index were con-

ducted (using LOGIT given the limited value character of the two measures). 

Virtually identical results were obtained across all three analyses. The 

signs of the coefficients were the same across the three measures, and 

those that were significant in one, were invariably significant in the others. In 

sum, the two components of the Satisfaction index relate to the various 

independent variables cited in the models in the same manner.4 Thus, we 

are confident that our results are not masking different patterns of relationships 

for the two dimensions of satisfaction. 
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Turning to the independent variables identified under the individual- 
level explanation, Race and Gender are dichotomous measures with a 
value of one indicating that the respondent is white and male, respectively. 

Similarly, a value of one for the dummy variable Own Home indicates that 
the respondent owns his or her own home. The remaining individual-level, 

demographic variables (Income and Age) were coded as indicated in notes ac-

companying table 4. 

Three variables were identified by the individual-level model. Four items 

developed by Campbell, Gurin, and Miller (1954) were used to construct a 

general Efficacy indicator (alpha= .54). Although there is some controversy 
over the meaning of the traditional four-item measure (see Abramson 1983), 

an abbreviated scale made up of the first two items shown in appendix A 

(alpha = .68) generated nearly identical results. Therefore, the four-item 
scale is employed. 

As has been noted, urban scholars have found it important to distinguish 

between general and local political efficacy, although no standard measure-

ment convention has yet emerged. Many of the measures that have been 

used to tap this concept confound citizen information and knowledge consid-

erations with feelings of being able to influence government decisions (see 
Vedlitz and Veblen 1980; Sharp 1982; 1986). Our measure follows the lead 

first suggested by Balch in 1974, who simply directed attention to a particu-

lar measure of government in the traditional efficacy scale. Thus, Local 

Efficacy, as seen in appendix A, consists of four items—belief that local offi-

cials don't care about you, not caring what happens in local government and 

politics, thinking it is not worth paying attention to local issues, and believ-

ing that it is useless to complain to local officials (alpha = .69). 

Five items were combined to tap the concept of Community Attachment: 
degree of attachment to the community, how sorry the respondent would be 

to leave the city, the number of friends who live in the city, the number of rela-

tives who live in the city, and length of residence (alpha =.53). Somewhat 
surprisingly, the rent/own item used here as a demographic variable did not 

scale well with the five items included in Community Attachment, suggest-
ing that attachment to a community is distinct from capital investment. 

Of the six jurisdiction-level determinants of satisfaction, three—consoli-

dated/fragmented governmental structure, social context, and racial com-

position—were developed through manipulations built into the comparison 

group design. As noted above, five of the research sites operate in the consoli-

dated urban-county government of Lexington-Fayette County, while their 

sociodemographic mirror images in Jefferson County are independent cities 

typical of a fragmented system. Thus, Consolidated is a dummy variable in-
dicating that the respondent resided in one of the Jefferson County sites. 

The 10 research sites also represent five discreet types of socioeconomic 

communities as outlined in table 1. Accordingly, four dummy variables were 
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created to tap these social worlds, with Match1 through Match 4 
representing, respectively, the first four matched pairs of research sites 

listed in table 1; the predominantly black, poorer social world defined by the 

Newburg and Green Acres research sites serve as our reference category. 

The third jurisdiction-level variable addressed racial composition. Two of 

the research sites, as just noted, are predominantly black. Thus, we might 

use a dummy variable indicator that is the mirror image of the social context 

variables, with the variable scored one if the respondent resided in either of 

the black communities. The problem, of course, is that this would introduce 

perfect collinearity. A better way, therefore, to interpret this variable is to 
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focus on expectations about our social context dummies just discussed. The 

social context view suggests that the four Match variables should differ not 
only from the black community referents but among themselves as well. In 

contrast, the jurisdiction-level race explanation implies that the Match co-
efficients, while indicating that the predominantly white communities are 

different from the black communities, will fail to show differences in Satis-
faction among the white communities. While this will comprise our major 
approach to assessing the jurisdiction-level race explanation, we at times also 

employ Race J, the proportion of the population of a research site that is 
white, as an alternative indicator that is less than perfectly collinear with the 

Match indicators. 

Similarly, Income -J is the mean of Income for each of the 10 research sites 
and is designed to assess the jurisdictional-level impact of wealth that might 

extend beyond its individual-level impacts as captured by Income. 

The fifth jurisdiction-level variable is No. of Services—the actual level of 

services provided in each neighborhood or its matched city. This indicator 

is an index made up of dummy variables on the city provision of the 11 ser-
vices outlined in table 2. But, inclusion of just the number of city services 

provided risks confounding the consolidation/fragmentation status of the ju-

risdictions with the level of services. As noted in table 2, the Jefferson County 

respondents receive a number of county and special district services in lieu 

of city services. To avoid this potential confound, we include No. Other Ser-
vices, which is the number of county and district services that a site 

receives of the 11 services in table 2 in addition to No. of Services. 

The final jurisdiction-level variable is Service quality. We lack, in contrast 
to our indicator of the number of services, objective measures of service 

quality. Instead, we constructed a proxy measure built on the respondents' 

evaluation of the services identified in table 2. After providing the respon-
dents with a list of services, they were asked to "rate the performance of 

(name of city government) when it comes to providing each of the following 

services. Would you say that the service provided is Excellent, Good, Fair, 
Poor, or Is Not Provided by (name of city government)?" Those responding 
with one of the first four categories were coded as having evaluated the ser-

vice as a city service, and their one [Poor] to four [Excellent] ranking of the 
services they thought were provided by the city were combined to develop 

an individual's observed mean evaluation of service quality. Since we have 

conceptualized Service Quality as a jurisdiction-level variable, the individ-
ual mean rankings of the services were combined to form community mean 

evaluations of service quality. 

Obviously, this proxy indicator has a number of potential problems, the 

most important of which concerns the errors individuals might make in 

evaluating service quality (Brudney and England 1982b; Percy 1986). Two 

very different types of errors are possible. First, citizens might incorrectly 
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evaluate the quality of a city-provided service or make an assessment error. 
While we cannot correct the measure for this type of error, there is little 

reason to believe that it will have a systematic impact given our 

conception of Service Quality as a jurisdiction-level variable. Individual-

level random error of this type will wash out when we use community mean 

evaluations of quality. 
More to the point, the mean community rankings correspond well to our 

impressions of the actual quality of services in the 10 sites as seen in the 

pattern of community mean scores evident in the table 3. For instance, the 
lowest ranking of service quality in table 3 (1.897), which is corrected for 

another type of error to be discussed later, is that of the fragmented site in 
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Match 5, which is the City of Newburg. Newburg's services can be accu-

rately described as wretched. Also, the mean rankings of service quality 
across the five consolidated government sites are very similar, which should 

be the case given that these sites all fall within the boundaries of a single 

service provider. In contrast, there is greater variation in Service Quality 
across the five fragmented sites, as would be expected given five different 

service providers. In short, we believe that the Service Quality proxy 

is a valid indicator of actual service quality; it generates markedly 

different scores where they would be expected and similar scores where 

they would be expected. 

A second, more troubling source of error occurs when evaluations are 

based on a misunderstanding of what services the government is responsible 

for. Such errors in attribution occur when; (a) the citizens fails to recognize 

that the city is providing a serivce; (b) when the citizen holds a city respon-

sible for the performance of a service that is not being provided by any of 

several local governments that might provide it; (c) when the citizen holds 

the city responsible for services actually provided by another local govern-
ment. Lowery, Lyons, and DeHoog (1990) have shown that such errors bias 

both individual- and community-level mean rankings of service quality and 

that this error is greater in fragmented than in consolidated communities. 

Errors due to crediting one's city for a special district or county service are 

uniquely likely in fragmented goverments given a multiplicity of providers. 

Lowery et al. (1990) have developed a method for decomposing evaluations 

into their unbiased (with respect to attribution error) and biased 

elements,5
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which we used to construct unbiased site mean Service Quality scores, re-

ported at the top of table 3. 

What do we do with the purged, biased component of Service Quality? 
Because Lowery, Lyons, and DeHoog (1990) have found that such attribu-

tion error bias is related to the consolidated/fragmented structure of govern-

ment, we include Bias in Quality as an additional jurisdiction-level 

variable. It should pick up one specific consequence of consolidated or 

fragmented government that goes beyond the impact of that structural 

variable as tapped by Consolidated. The site Bias in Quality scores are 

reported at the bottom of table 3; negative scores indicate that bias 

inflates the observed mean evaluations of service quality. 

A final problem with the quality indicators concerns their relation to the 

dependent variable—Satisfaction. If the specific service evaluations used to 

construct Service Quality reflect a common, underlying, global assessment 

of government, rather than thoughtful judgments of the quality of local ser-

vices, and if Satisfaction is also a product of this global assessement, then 

there will be a built-in tautological relationship between these indicators. 
We do not believe that this potential tautology holds in this case. First,. the 

correlation between the individual-level Service Quality index, from which 

we construct the community-level proxy, and Satisfication is strong, but less 

than perfect (r = .65), as might be expected if both are reflecting the same 

underlying general orientation toward government. Second, if the evalua-

tions of specific services reflected a common, global assessment, there 

would be no variance in service rankings across services within individuals. 

Yet, substantial variation is evident (Lowery, Lyons, DeHoog 1990). Indeed, 

the technique of decomposing the mean rankings into their attribution error 

biased and unbiased components would not work if there were no variance in 

evaluations. Yet, substantial and systemic bias was found. And third, by pur-

ging the individual rankings of attribution error bias and then combining 

them to form community mean Quality scores (because Quality is conceptu-

alized as a jurisdiction-level variable), the indicator is at least two steps re-

moved from the global assessment tapped by our dependent variable. The 

correlation between the bias purged and jurisdiction-level version of Service 

Quality and Satisfaction is only .46. While sizable, this is indicative of some-

thing less than a tautology.6
 

The final set of indicators—associated with the city- or neighborhood-spe-

cific explanations—consist of nine dummy variables, one for each of nine re-

search sites, where one indicates that a respondent resided in that particular 

site. The reference category is Newburg, the predominantly black, indepen-

dent city in Jefferson County. The use of Newburg as our reference will facil-

itate some of the comparisons on the jurisdiction-level impact of race. 
Obviously, all three models cannot be tested simultaneously in a direct  

'The simple correlation between Quality Bias and Satisfaction was only —.04. 
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manner. Perfect collinearity would be guaranteed due to just the jurisdic-

tion-level Match variables and city- and neighborhood-specific dummy vari-

ables. And even when the Match variables are dropped from the analysis, 
severe collinearity problems (tolerance levels < .01) were encountered. This 

was especially true in regard to the site dummies and the several jurisdic-

tion-level explanation variables. This is not surprising since these measures 

are site specific. 

Given this problem, our analysis is conducted in two stages. First, the 

model is estimated with just the individual-level variables and the city and 

neighborhood specific explanation site dummies, thereby allowing the site 

dummies to account for all of the variance associated with site specific phe-

nomenon, including that associated with systemic jurisdiction-level determi-

nants as well as variance associated with the characteristics of the specific 

cities or neighborhoods. A second stage of analysis is then undertaken via 

examination of the pattern of the site dummy coefficients in relation to the 

jurisdiction-level variables of Income J, Race J, Service Quality, Bias in Ser-

vice Quality, Social Context, and Consolidated to disentangle the two 

sources—jurisdiction-level and city and neighborhood specific—of non-

individual-level variation. 
Finally, given the limited range (zero to six) and the finite number of val-

ues of Satisfaction, OLS regression may be less than an ideal estimation pro-
cedure. Accordingly, the models were estimated with both OLS and LOGIT. 

The LOGIT estimates generated nearly identical results as those produced 

from OLS estimation. The signs of the coefficients were identical, and the 

coefficient probability values pointed to the same substantive conclusions.7 

Given the more general familiarity with OLS, we present the results for the 

latter. 

Findings 

The OLS results for the first stage of analysis are presented in the fourth 
column of table 4. Before examining these, however, it is worth seeing how 

each of the three models does on its own. Estimates of a model with just the 

individual-level variables are presented in the first column of the table. 

Overall, these results are similar to those in previous single-city surveys. 

Two of the attitudinal variables—Community Attachment and Local Effi-

cacy—and the Race and Income demographic measures are significant. The 

coefficients indicate that white, lower income, highly attached citizens, and 

those more efficacious with respect to local government tend to have higher 

levels of Satisfaction. 

7 Comparison of the LOGIT results presented in the first column of the table in note four 

with the OLS results presented in the fifth column of table 4 illustrates the similarity of the 

results generated by the two procedures. 
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Two of the findings from this initial analysis might be considered some-

what surprising, however. First, general efficacy appears to be only weakly 

related to satisfaction with services. And, given a tolerance value of .82, the 

low t-value for Gen'l Efficacy (t = .61) cannot be attributed to collinearity. 
Thus, satisfaction with local government services is more a function of local 

phenomena than global efficacy levels. Second, three of the demographic 

variables failed to generate significant coefficients: Gender, Own Home, and 

Age. However, in more sophisticated causal analyses of satisfaction 
(Beck et al. 1986), these variables are viewed as only indirectly influencing 

satisfaction levels through more proximate attitudes about government. 

Once these are included, the direct impact of the demographic factors 

might be expected to diminish. 

Column two presents results for a truncated version of the jurisdiction- 

level model. The Match dummy variables, used to tap the social context ex-
planation, were excluded because they, not surprisingly, generated severe 

collinearity (no change in R-square value and no significant coefficients). But 

even so truncated, the results are quite strong. All of the coefficients are sig-

nificant at the .10 level or better, and all have the expected sign; 

Satisfaction is somewhat higher for respondents in consolidated 
governments, high- income jurisdictions, sites with more and higher quality 

services, predominantly white districts, and sites with high levels of 

attribution error bias. 
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Column three presents the results for our model of site uniqueness and 

includes only the nine site dummies. While these results are not especially 

interesting in and of themselves, being products of a naive model, it is worth 

noting that there are sizable differences across the dummy variable coeffi-

cients, indicating that Satisfaction levels do vary by city and neighborhood. 

It appears, then, that each of the models "works" to some degree when 

considered on its own terms. This is especially the case when we compare 
the R-square values generated by these three models, which are nearly 

identical. Interestingly, while nearly identical, that for the city- and neigh-

borhood-specific model is the highest (.267), which suggests that the sub-

stantive explanations embedded in the individual-level and jurisdiction-level 

models do not take us much further in understanding the roots of Satisfac-
tion than a simple naive model that states that each site is unique. 

The results of the terminal regression for our first stage of analysis is pre-

sented in the fourth column of table 4. This model contained the site specific 

dummies to pick up both the jurisdiction-level and city- and neighborhood- 

specific impacts as well as the variables associated with the individual-level 

explanation of satisfaction. Overall, the model performs as expected. 

The R-square value of .42, in contrast to the comparable values for the first 

three models, indicates that both individual- and site-level factors contribute 

to citizens' satisfaction with services. More importantly, eight of the site 

dummies generated discernible coefficients, indicating that at least these 

eight have mean satisfaction levels that are different from that of the Newburg 
reference site. Also, two of the individual-level social psychological 

variables (Local Efficacy and Comm Attach) generating significant 

coefficients in the first model results did so in the combined model as well. The only 
important difference in comparing the results in columns one and four concerns 

the coefficients for Race and Income, which were significant in the 

individual- level model but are not in the combined analysis. This suggests that 
the earlier individual-level Race and Income results might be artifacts of mean 
differences across the sites, or that they are a function of jurisdictional- 

rather than individual-level race and income characteristics, a hypothesis 

that we will examine below. 

At this point, we are limited in what we can say about the site-specific 

dummies. While the t-tests in table 4 indicate that most of the cities 
or neighborhoods differ from Newburg, the reference site, we cannot say 

whether this is a function of systematic variation in jurisdiction-level vari-

ables or truly city- and neighborhood-specific effects. To distinguish these 

separate site-level influences, we must turn to the second stage of our 

analysis where we examine the pattern of the dummy variable site 

coefficients to see if they coincide with patterns that would be expected if 

jurisdiction-level racial and income composition, actual levels and quality of 

service provision, social contexts, and consolidated/fragmented structures 

actually have the hypothesized impacts on Satisfaction. If not, we will be left 

with the residual 
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conclusion that the dummies reflect unique factors associated with each re-

search site. 

Table 5 reports a set of specialized t-tests (see Gujarati 1988, 228) com-

paring the differences in the first-stage site dummy coefficients across the 

matched Fayette and Jefferson County sites. Such comparisons are valid 

given the two levels of control for extraneous influences built into the 

design: (a) the sites were purposively matched to control for the influence of 

demographic variables; and (b) many of those same demographic variables 

were also included as controls in the combined model which generated 

the coefficients. 

As expected by both traditional civic reformers and public choice pro-

ponents, sizable differences in the matched site dummy coefficients are evi-

dent in table 5. Contrary to both expectations, however, the direction of 

these differences do not follow a pattern. For two of the pairs (Match3 and 

Match5), the consolidated Fayette County site coefficient was greater 

than its fragmented counterpart. But the reverse was true in two other 

cases (Match2 and Match4). Thus, it would seem that 

consolidation/fragmentation has little direct influence on Satisfaction. This 

finding highlights the importance of surveying multiple jurisdictions. Rogers 

and Lipsey's (1974) finding that satisfaction was higher in a fragmented city 

than its matched consolidated neighborhood in Nashville was likely an 

idiosyncratic result of a single comparison.8 

The results in table 5 can also be used to assess the jurisdictional-level 

social context explanation, which suggests that there will be differences in 

the site coefficients across the five types of socioeconomic communities 
within Fayette County and within Jefferson County. Differences in social 

context, we suggested, might alter expectations about what the government 

should do and, thus, citizen satisfaction. Moreover, this explanation would 

lead us to expect that there will be no discernible differences in the site co-

efficients across the matched sites; both sites in each pair have nearly identi-

cal social makeups, and should, therefore, exhibit similar satisfaction levels. 

But, significant differences in coefficients are evident for four of the five 

matched pairs of sites, all but Match1 (Blueberry Hills and Minor Lane 

Heights). Indeed, for Match5, Green Acres has the highest site coefficient 

8Consolidation may still have some indirect impact on citizen satisfaction. That is, we know, 

from table 3, that there are very large differences in the number of services provided by the 

consolidated government and the independent cities, and that more services lead to more posi-

tive average service evaluations. Thus, consolidated government does influence evaluations of 

service provision in a positive manner, but its influence is expressed through differences in the 

average number of services provided in consolidated and fragmented governments. Similarly, 

attribution error seems to falsely inflate service perceptions in fragmented governments to a 

greater extent than in consolidated governments (for more on this point, see Lowery, Lyons, 

and DeHoog 1990). 
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for the consolidated sites and Newburg has the second smallest score among 

the fragmented sites. Thus, these patterns provide little support for the hy-

pothesis that satisfaction is conditioned by the socioeconomic matrices re-

sulting from spatial segregation. 
What of jurisdiction-level racial differences? Earlier, we had observed that 

the individual-level race variable, which was significant in the model includ-

ing only the individual-level variables, was no longer statistically discernible 

when the site dummies were included in the model. Is, then, the Race find-

ing an artifact of jurisdiction-level racial influences? In other words, does 

black dissatisfaction arise from their minority/majority status rather than 

race per se? The findings suggest a mixed answer to this question. Some evi-

dence for a jurisdiction-level race effect is evident in the Jefferson County 

case. As seen in the fourth column of table 4, the coefficients of three of the 

predominantly white sites are discernibly higher than that for Newburg, the 

predominantly black reference category. However, the Fayette case pro-

vides little support for the racial composition hypothesis. As seen in 

the t-tests presented in table 6, all of the differences between the 

coefficient of the Green Acres site and those of the four predominantly 

white sites carry the wrong sign and none are significant. 

Can these mixed results be taken as evidence of jurisdiction-level racial 

differences? Any answer is complicated by the fact that Newburg, in 

contrast to the other cities, is a relatively new entity, having incorporated 

only two 

 



830 Ruth Hoogland DeHoog, David Lowery, William E. Lyons 

 

years prior to our study. Given the desire to include a predominantly black, 

independent city in the analysis, we had little choice but to study Newburg; 

no other predominantly black, independent city exists among the 90 govern-

ments in Jefferson County. Still, the growing pains of a new city, and the 

accompanying dissatisfaction of its citizens, may account for our finding on 

the jurisdiction-level racial hypothesis. Indeed, the growing pains in this 

case proved fatal, as Newburg disincorporated after our study ended. There-

fore, and in light of the Fayette County results, we are hesitant to conclude 

that jurisdiction-level racial composition influences satisfaction. 

The fourth jurisdiction-level influence is Income J. As in the previous 

case, both individual- and jurisdiction-level income impacts were hypothe-

sized, and the statistically discernible impact of Income in the individual- 

level model results reported in table 4 sharply declined when the site dum-

mies were added. Given that the mean income of a jurisdiction is an interval 

measure instead of simple dichotomy like those analyzed in tables 5 and 6, 

use of simple contrasts of the matched coefficients of the type used in those 

tables to evaluate Income -J is no longer appropriate. But if the average 

level of income in a jurisdiction influences satisfaction, we should find that the 
site coefficients reported in the fourth column of table 4 are associated 

with mean jurisdiction income. This hypothesis is tested in the first 

column of table 7, which presents the results of regressing the 10 site 

coefficients (New- 
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burg = 0) on average jurisdiction income. As indicated by the R-square 

value of .003 and the insignificant t-value, the hypothesis receives no support. 
The second and third columns of table 7 report some additional regression 

tests of the jurisdiction-level Race and Consolidation hypotheses tested ear-

lier. The results in the second column were generated by regressing the site 

dummy coefficients on the Consolidated dummy variable. Again, little sup-

port is found for proponents of either consolidated government or the Tie- 

bout model given the miniscule t-value. Column 3 of table 7 reports the re-

sults from regressing the site coefficients on Race -J (the proportion of white 

respondents); again, little support is found for the jurisdiction-level race ex-

planation given the small R-square value and the nonsignificant slope. 

The last jurisdiction-level explanation addresses the level and quality of 

services. Because No. of Services, No. of Other Services, Service Quality, 
and Quality Bias are interval measures, we test this explanation in the same 
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manner as we did the jurisdiction-level income hypothesis. And as seen in 

the fourth column of table 7, strong support is found for the service based 

explanation. Three of the four service coefficients are significant, all but 

No. of Other Services, which was included as a control for county and 

special district services in the fragmented Jefferson County sites. The 

results indicate that citizens are more satisfied when they receive more 
services, when those services are of higher average quality, and when 

attribution error bias is low. Importantly, the four service-related variables 

account for almost all of the variance in the site dummy coefficients (R-

square = .94) generated in the model presented in the fourth column of 

table 4. In other words, the level and quality of services accounts for 
almost all of the unique city and neighborhood and jurisdiction-level site 
related variance in individual Satisfaction scores. 

Based on this second-stage analysis of the site dummy coefficients, a new 

combined model was estimated, as seen in the last column of table 4, which 

included only the individual-level variables and the four service level and 

quality variables. Again, of the individual-level variables, only the Local 
Efficacy and Community Attachment coefficients are significant, and both 
still carry the expected sign. And again, the three service variables found 

to be significant in table 7 are significant when reintroduced into the 
respecified combined model. Reestimation with just these variables leaves 

us with the following simplified model (R2 = .40) of citizen satisfaction with 

local services: 

CONCLUSION 

Extant research has not enabled us to sort out the competing/comple-

mentary explanations of citizens' satisfaction with local government. By 

using a design that allows us to directly contrast individual-level, 

jurisdiction-level, and city- and neighborhood-specific explanations, we 

have developed a parsimonious account of satisfaction, an account that 

emphasizes: (a) individual citizens' efficacy relative to local government and 

their attachment to their community, and (b) the actual level and quality of 

services provided by local government. 

This does not mean that we have fully explained satisfaction. We were not 

able to consider the impact of the tax costs of the services citizens receive on 
satisfaction. Also, we examined only one of a possible number of structural 

variables; although many of these were controlled for through our selection 
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of research sites, they could still be very important to a more general under-

standing of satisfaction. We have relied on proxies for a number of key vari-

ables. Aside from the obvious case of Service Quality, our indicator of ser-

vice levels—No. of Services—did not account for variations in levels of 

provision of specific services. While we believe they are valid, there is cer-

tainly random error in these measures, and more objective measures should 

be examined. And we have restricted our attention to the most proximate 

determinants of satisfaction and have not attempted to develop a more com-

plex causal model to account for the sources of efficacy or service levels and 

quality, the latter of which might not be easily subject to manipulation by 

city officials (Peterson 1981; Wong 1988). Still, because we were able to be-

gin to sort out the competing explanations of satisfaction, we believe that our 

findings represent a contribution. 

Finally, our model offers an ecnouraging view of the relationship between 

citizens and their local governments. Far from resting on indirect demo-

graphic determinants or reference to local history, our results offer a very 

understandable account of levels of citizen satisfaction with local govern-

ment. On the individual's side of the relationship, we find an important 
role for local government efficacy and attachment to the local community. 

And on the government's side of the relationship, our model points to what 

officials actually do for citizens: provision of some level and quality of 

services. On each side, then, we have factors that seem consistent with what 

democratic theory would suggest should matter in defining how citizens 

judge their governments. 
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