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Governments often use digital 
complaint systems to improve 
public services, but do they work? 

INTRODUCTION

Public services are essential for human 
and economic development, but their 
provision is often inadequate due to 
insufficient oversight and information 
gaps.

Public service reforms advance citizen 
engagement to foster government 
accountability in service provision.

Governments increasingly use digital 
platforms to provide direct channels for 
citizens to complain and voice their 
concerns.

Indonesia: a nation striving to reform 
public services

Before democratisation in 1998, 
Indonesia's patrimonial government 
largely neglected citizens’ needs and 
voices, resulting in poor public services.

Decentralisation has enabled the direct 
election of local government leaders and 
shifted the responsibility for basic 
services to local governments.

In 2013, Indonesia implemented a 
national complaint system and policies 
as part of its broader public service 
reforms, mandating all public institutions 
to adopt formal mechanisms for 
handling citizen complaints.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

How do local governments respond to 
the introduction of digital complaint 
systems? 

How do local governments manage and 
resolve citizen complaints? 

What factors influence local government 
responsiveness to citizen complaints? 
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DATA & METHODS
We collected complaint texts and 
conducted interviews.

Mixed-method approach 

3 government-managed complaint 
systems 

> 200,000 texts of citizen complaints

Semi-structured interviews with: 

16 central government officials

40 local government officials

11 external actors (civil society, 
international donor, experts) 

21 citizens 

HEAD OF SECTION IN THE DEPARTMENT OF 
COMMUNICATION AND INFORMATION, LOCAL GOVERNMENT B

“We always try to make everyone understand that a complaint doesn’t mean we are bad, or that the public 
hates us. No. It’s a sign of the public’s concern for what we all share. So, it’s important to change that kind of 
mindset. That way, when handling complaints, people [in the government] no longer feel allergic to them but 
see them as part of our service.”

COMPLAINT SYSTEM ADMINISTRATOR, 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT A

"They [the citizens] keep demanding from 
us, like, 'Where is it [the resolve]? We've 
reported multiple times,' but the follow-up 
isn't done by us directly, it's through the 
department or the field team. That's the 
challenge, where we have to calm the 
public, but we also have to be firm with the 
field team so that the follow-up is 
completed quickly."

Street Light Out

Close CaseAug

The street light on Abdul Hanan road, Mataram, has been out 

for 2 days. We kindly request the relevant authorities to fix it, 

as the road has become dark

Follow-up Actions 5 Comment 1 Support

Follow

LAPOR! Administrator!  15 Aug 2022, 17:03  

The report has been forwarded to the Mataram 

City Government by the National SP4N-LAPOR! 

Administrator

Mataram City 
Government

16 Aug 2022,  15:30

The report has been directed to the 

Department of Housing & Settlement Areas 

by the Mataram City Government.

Department of Housing 
& Settlement Areas

16 Aug 2022,  15:36

Dear Reporter, 

Thank you for your report. We will forward it to the 

relevant unit, and we will immediately follow up 

according to the deadline in SP4N LAPOR!

Department of Housing 
& Settlement Areas

16 Aug 2022,  16:34

The repair of the street light on Abdul Hanan 

road has been completed.  

Alright, thank you.

Anonymous 16 Aug 2022,  17:35

Although almost all local Indonesian governments have formal 
complaint systems, their responsiveness varies across regions and 
departments/agencies.

Despite these variations, similar organisational processes that turn 
complaints into resolutions are present in different local 
governments. 

Public service responsiveness is often attributed to elected local 
leaders or street-level bureaucrats who interact directly with 
citizens. However, mid-level bureaucrats, positioned between 
policy formulation and implementation, play a crucial role in 
leading the key processes for effectively resolving complaints.

These mid-level bureaucrats form a network to collaborate and 
coordinate efforts across different departments/agencies. In 
resolving complaints, they serve as:

Internal conveners (facilitating coordination and information exchange
within the institution)

Mediators (acting as intermediaries between citizens and 
frontline service delivery)

Cross-agency collaborators  (fostering inter-institutional cooperation)

What does it mean for future attempts to improve public services? 

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

Mid-level bureaucrats are crucial in orchestrating processes 
that turn complaints into resolutions in public services. 

Sometimes for me, this can 
even lead to conflict with those 
units [within the department]. 
Like, why isn’t it included in the 
planning? Why isn’t it 
budgeted? Don't you know the 
road is damaged like that? 
That’s what I mean. 
Sometimes, we are the ones 
complaining to the relevant 
unit."

COMPLAINT COORDINATION 
OFFICER IN THE 
DEPARTMENT OF 
PUBLIC WORKS, 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT C
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STRUCTURE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT COMPLAINT HANDLING UNITSCOMPLAINT FLOW THROUGH LOCAL GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE

The use of digital platforms for citizen complaints has been on the rise, and it is often based on the 
assumption that technological solutions alone can enhance responsiveness. However, this overlooks the 
important organisational processes required for addressing complaints. As observed, mid-level 
bureaucrats play a crucial role in nurturing these processes, and empowering them can be a strategic 
step toward improving public services.    

CITIZEN-GOVERNMENT INTERACTION VIA DIGITAL COMPLAINT SYSTEM


