
Designing better public services in Serbia

The Serbian Government has made e�orts to improve both 
analogue and digital service delivery to its citizens through a 
host of legal and practical measures. Monitoring reports by 
international actors such as SIGMA/OECD and the European 
Commission, aimed at assessing Serbia’s reform progress in 
the framework of the EU accession negotiations, have 
commended these initiatives.1  

Nevertheless, Serbia’s public service providers make decisions 
with little knowledge of people’s preferences. Users are almost 
by default uninvolved in the design of such services, which 
risks leading to ine�ective solutions. Moreover, the unsystem-
atic measuring of user experience, combined with old-fash-
ioned tools such as satisfaction surveys, widens the gap 
between policy intentions and outcomes. With little aware-
ness of the importance of taking a user-centric approach, the 
government is squandering its resources.

Big e�orts, little progress

ecently adopted legislation has brought about many 
improvements in the service delivery framework. As a 
result of the introduction of the “once only” principle,2 

for example, Serbian citizens dealing with the administration 
no longer need to submit documents already kept in the state 
records.3 In another example, the Government Service Bus 
interconnects more than 20 o�cial datasets on the popula-
tion4, thus facilitating data exchange among public adminis-
tration bodies. Additionally, the launch of cloud-based digital 
signatures5 has the potential to stimulate greater use of e-ser-
vices and to enable citizens to access them via mobile devices. 
Boosting fully digital services (for example, registering a 
company can be completed online) and allowing for e-pay-
ments reiterates the government’s expressed commitment to 
advance citizen-oriented service delivery and to reduce 
administrative burdens.

 

Such achievements are partly due to political backing, above 
all from the incumbent Prime Minister, whose 2017 exposé6  
articulated �rm support for digitalisation. She also encourages 
innovation and openly advocates for cutting red tape. 

These developments have created political momentum for 
service transformation in Serbia, but there remains a challenge 
of how to translate political will into tangible results at the 
level of individual authorities that deliver services to citizens. 
Although many new initiatives are underway, involvement of 
citizens remains minimal.7 Feedback mechanisms boil down to 
sporadic satisfaction surveys that individual institutions use 
unsystematically and with poor reporting on whether and 
how �ndings impact the advancement of service provision. 
Consequently, public authorities are often unaware of the real 
preferences and experiences of the people they serve.

To avoid that existing e�orts eventually lead to unsatisfactory 
results, Serbia’s administration needs to shift from its current 
“business as usual” approach towards a true commitment to 
proactive engagement with its people. The country could look 
for inspiration to other governments, like Italy, the UK, or 
France (with examples outlined later on in the text), which 
design services with their citizens, instead of only for them.

The (not so) citizen-centred services 

raditional administrations design public services 
based on mere assumptions of users’ preferences, 
often with an outsourced company, with little to no 

background research on how real people use them. In 
practice, misunderstanding the full “user journey”8 has result-
ed in failed projects and products, wasting procurement, skills, 
time, and money. The US and Canada o�er some instructive 
examples in this regard.9 The same goes for Germany, where ID 
cards have allowed access to digital administrative services 
since 2010, but hardly any German citizen relies on this feature 
in their interaction with the administration (similar to the 
situation in Serbia), largely because it has until recently 
required a special card reader that was inconvenient to use.10  

Figure 1. Traditional v. modern design of public services. Based on Australian 
Government, Digital Transformation Agency, "Getting started with the service 
design and delivery process"  https://bit.ly/2UQ1uSX 

One major contributor to the unsuccessful design of services 
is the government’s low awareness of the importance of 
“design thinking.” Emerging from the private sector, this 
approach attempts to challenge traditional policymaking by 
drawing on di�erent backgrounds (such as behavioural 
sciences or architecture) to frame the policy problem early 
and correctly as a precondition to all other policy cycle 
stages.11 This method collects predominantly qualitative data 
on diversi�ed users’ experiences, in order to create an 
empathic understanding of their personal stories, which is 
then followed by a cost-e�cient and rapid prototyping of 
ideas that re�ect the identi�ed needs.12 An important charac-
teristic of this method is co-creation: repetitive feedback 
collection from actual users to make adjustments after each 
iteration. The processes of traditional versus modern service 
design are illustrated in Figure 1.

The following sections argue that there is a tendency in Serbia 
to follow the traditional approach: services are developed 
without a sense of end-users’ needs or preferences, which 
a�ects their popularity and usability. Investments in such 
projects have uncertain outcomes, as illustrated in the text 
below.

The unsystematic approach to measuring user experience

Serbian ministries and other agencies lack a comprehensive 
and realistic picture of citizens’ needs. Many service providers 
do not collect fundamental data (such as transaction 
volumes, satisfaction rates, complaints, or digital take-up 
rates), important in informing service design.13 With no 
assessment of users’ experiences, the Ministry of Interior, for 
example, is unaware of people’s opinions on the most 
frequently used public services, such as renewing ID cards, 
passports, or driving licences. The absence of systematic 
collection and processing of user feedback results in separate 
and disconnected initiatives that fail to reveal the govern-
ment’s overall performance in service delivery. 

Without a central monitoring scheme or agency to take a “bird’s 
eye view” on the issue, some institutions (like the Tax Adminis-
tration) are forced to perform their own satisfaction surveys 
that, depending on available funds, are often done on an ad-hoc 
basis. These surveys are also used to measure satisfaction after 
the service has been fully designed, leaving little space for 
adjustment. 

There are also other problems with using surveys to inform 
decisionmaking. This tool fails to showcase real people’s stories 
and to provide in-depth insight beyond mere statistics.14 
Government survey data, even if based on a representative 
sample, often cannot capture the challenges faced by speci�c 
groups of society, such as asylum seekers, the homeless, people 
with disabilities, minorities, and others. A Roma mother without 
ID, for example, was unable to register her newborn through the 
government’s “e-baby” project,15 a free digital service meant to 
simplify bureaucratic procedures for new parents (including 
registering the baby’s name, residence, health insurance and 
citizenship) while in the maternity ward. Agencies, therefore, 
lack an empathetic approach – the �rst step towards carefully 
tailored services. 

HOW ITALY ENGAGES CITIZENS IN SERVICE DESIGN

In Italy, the IO project will allow citizens to access and pay for 
digital services, communicate with the administration, and store 
personal documents in a mobile app. To this end, the govern-
ment tracked citizen-administration interactions and prioritized 
the most frequently used services to integrate within the app. 
They then prototyped the application with a small number of 
ordinary citizens using the “talk aloud” technique: loudly 
commenting on every action taken and doubt/di�culty 
encountered. A new (alpha) version was installed on the smart-
phones of 100 politicians and public authority representatives, 
to simulate the application for 15 days. Afterwards, a few 
thousand citizens were invited to use the beta version to access 
real services and gain a sense of the service usability. Each 
iteration was followed by adjustments and improvement. All of 
the code, documents, tools and discussion used throughout the 
project were published online. 

Digital Transformation Team, "IO, the project to develop the 
public services app" https://io.italia.it/en/

Finally, designers can hardly rely on what people say they would 
do; in practice, what they actually do can be quite di�erent. 
Therefore, inviting people to test prototypes of new services, for 
instance, is a more useful tool than standard surveying, as it 
results in more realistic data gathered by observing behaviour 
instead of asking opinions.

These examples show that Serbian authorities are still unaware 
of how systematic focus on user engagement in the early stages 
of a project and using more advanced techniques, such as the 
one mentioned above, can help improve service quality. In other 
words, the government does not employ evidence-based 
service design, and citizens bear the burden.

Good intentions – low transaction volumes

Digital services in Serbia are underused in practice because 
they are not user-friendly. A recent independent monitoring 
report showed that although 70% of citizens are aware of the 
government’s digitalization e�orts, only a small number of 
citizens report using e-services.16 In fact, as few as 11% of 
Serbia’s population is registered on the eGovernment Portal, a 
single point for citizens to access government services 
online.17 The portal is hard to navigate, unsuitable for mobile 
devices, uses overly-bureaucratic language, and contains 
outdated links. It also does not actively consider the citizens’ 
whole journey through the process of obtaining services from 
the �rst to the last step. Additionally, to access the current 
e-services, users need a digital certi�cate (signature), which 
only 5% of citizens had in 2017.18 The physical devices that 
carry the certi�cate (chipped ID cards, �ash drives, CD’s, and so 
on) are outdated and inconvenient for use, while some require 
special readers and software. A recent study of �ve sample 
public services19 revealed that citizen-friendly guidance on 
how to obtain services is lacking, with little to no audio/visual 
assistance and widespread use of bureaucratic language.20 
This leads to a gross mismatch between policy intentions and 
outcomes. Findings indicate that when designers do not 
collaborate with their target audience, deliverables tend to be 
of little purpose and hardly ever used.

Findings of the WeBER public opinion survey conducted in April 2018. This 
question was answered by citizens who were aware of e-services (N=409). Due to 
rounding, percentages may not always appear to add up to 100%.

“GOOD FOR USERS, GOOD FOR GOVERNMENT” - THE UK’S 
CITIZEN JOURNEY MAPPING

The UK government has helped citizens to navigate the 
process of seeking public service at the GOV.UK web page. The 
development team piloted their approach on getting a driver’s 
license, by creating a step-by-step journey, from checking 
eligibility for driving to after passing the exam, showing a clear 
order of activities with links provided to external sources. 
Afterwards, feedback was collected and processed, informing 
whether the approach was right and how to do the same with 
other (potentially more complex) services. The team has 
expressed a strong commitment to understand and to accom-
modate the needs of service seekers, hoping that such an 
approach will also help the government to grasp its perfor-
mance in service delivery.

GOV.UK, Kate Ivey-Williams and Sam Dub, “Building 
end-to-end services into GOV.UK, “ 30 November 2017, 
https://bit.ly/2lXXyip

“PUT YOURSELF IN THE USERS’ SHOES” - THE FRENCH 
ADMINISTRATION APPROACH

The French government has worked to put service designers in 
the perspective of the users. Based on 6,000 telephone 
interviews, the team identi�ed the three most important life 
events for French citizens. They further surveyed those a�ect-
ed by a particular life event in the last two years and set up a 
panel with 5,000 users to share their opinions and report 
experiences in dealing with the administration. This enabled 
the government to map the entire user journey and to under-
stand dissatisfactions and expectations for improvement, 
which lead to the redesigning and testing of innovative 
solutions. Finally, the government created a service barometer 
to communicate measures on improving public services to the 
public and to report on satisfaction rates.

Secrétariat général pour la modernisation de l'action publique 
“Mapping the user’s journey to improve service to the public,” 
SGMAP’s books, https://bit.ly/2WFENS0.

Big investments with uncertain outcomes

The government has invested human and �nancial resources 
in the development of service delivery projects without 
planning ways to ensure good outcomes. As a means of 
improving administrative services on the local level, the Minis-
try of Public Administration and Local Self-Government has 
launched two calls to incentivise municipalities to pilot physi-
cal one-stop shops and to help speed up digitalisation in local 
self-government to modernise local service delivery to 
citizens. While more than €400,000 has been allocated for each 
call, testing user experience was not part of the formal require-
ments of the call.21 Additionally, a project on how to simplify 
vehicle ownership exchange for citizens resulted in a compre-
hensive research study, and managed to make key agencies 
reach an agreement on how to simplify the procedure, but the 
initiative ended without any action. 

Using resources without users in mind (as in the case of the 
two public calls), and without a strong commitment to 
introduce changes based on results (as in the case of the 
vehicle ownership exchange initiative), challenges the reform 
goals of a citizen-oriented public administration. This is 
especially important considering that budgetary funds for 
government projects often come from taxpayers. Although 
design thinking is no guarantee that a �nal important consid-
ering that budgetary funds for government projects often 
come from taxpayers. Although design thinking is no guaran-
tee that a �nal outcome will be successful, small advanced 
investments to test assumptions reduce the risk of wasting a 
whole project’s budget on a product that  outcome will be 
successful, small advanced investments to test assumptions 
reduce the risk of wasting a whole project’s budget on a 
product that leads to disappointment or does not end up 
being used.

Placing the needs of Serbian citizens in the spotlight 
of service designers – why and how? 

espite stated political and policy aims to improve 
service delivery in Serbia, the government continues to 
discount the role of end users in the design of public 

services. Public servants’ profound and speci�c knowledge 
about the services they provide or design often impedes them 
from placing themselves in the position of an ordinary user. 
Although this issue has been almost completely o� the radar of 
the European Commission in assessing Serbia’s progress in EU 
integration, it impacts the citizens. Without an evidence-based 
approach to designing services (such as collecting qualitative 
information on user experience and testing prototypes with 
real users), projects will not be tailored to the needs of citizens, 
people will be dissatis�ed and deterred from using them, and 
service providers will waste skills and resources on ine�ective 
solutions.
 
To overcome existing shortcomings, the government and 
administrative service providers should: 

•  Develop and systematically collect service delivery data 
across the whole public sector. A regular and carefully 
planned collection of basic data such as transaction volumes, 
complaints, and user satisfaction rates, for both digital and 
analogue services, will provide a comprehensive picture of the 
government’s performance in service delivery and a solid 
baseline for future planning.

•  Start thinking of the citizen’s entire user journey, from 
the moment a citizen decides to request a service until they 
have completed it. Such a holistic approach will allow the 
designers to envision each step of the way, putting themselves 
in the user’s shoes, and anticipating any potential obstacles. 
International examples should inspire national approaches.
 
•  Engage people in the early stages of development, not 
only after much of the work has been done. Asking people 
for feedback once the bulk of work has been completed limits 
the possibility of �xing problems in practice. Therefore, user 
engagement at the outset provides the best results, informing 
design and any future adjustments based on repetitive 
feedback.
 
•  Test rather than survey, and test with real users. Simply 
asking users to imagine a situation when answering a survey 
might not re�ect what they will actually do when they start 
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– even across borders – always in respect of data protection regulations and other constraints.” European Commission 2017, Once Only Principle Project, http://toop.eu/once-only.
3. The Law on General Administrative Procedure (O�cial Gazette No 18/2016-10, 95/2018-441).
4. The Law on Electronic Government (O�cial Gazette No 27/2018-25).
5. A digital signature is a set of electronic data that con�rm the identity of the user and enable them to sign documents in digital form. The Law on Electronic Document, Electronic 
Identi�cation and Trust Services for Electronic Business (O�cial Gazette no 94/2017) introduced the possibility that users store and manage their digital signatures on remote servers 
hosted on the Internet, rather than using hardware.
6. Prime Minister Candidate Ana Brnabić. 2017. The Programme of the Government of the Republic of Serbia, National Assembly, https://bit.ly/2E8axG5. 
7. SIGMA. 2019. “Monitoring Report: The Principles of Public Administration, Serbia”, p. 45, https://bit.ly/2MwGNYm.
8. The entire personal experience when seeking a government service.
9. In the US, thousands of Washington graduates missed the opportunity to go to college for free partly because the application form was too complicated. See Katherine Long. 2019. 
“It’s not too late to get college �nancial aid — but many Washington students don’t bother”. The Seattle Times, March 1, 2019, https://bit.ly/2IBQH8k. In Canada, the Phoenix pay 
system for federal employees failed, and thousands of public servants experienced pay problems. See Kate Porter. 2016. “How the Phoenix pay system rose and fell”, CBC News, July 
22, 2016, https://bit.ly/2KTEQnN.
10.  Arthur Mickoleit. 2018. Germany’s e-government agency must surpass its name to drive real change. Gartner Blog Network, April 4, 2018,  https://gtnr.it/2WSLKOY. 

using a service. Providers of services should therefore apply 
advanced, qualitative techniques of user engagement, such as 
focus groups, to de�ne problems or employ prototype testing 
to collect real experiences. For example, 100 citizens can be 
invited to try a mockup mobile application with basic function-
ality and give their opinion on it. Italy’s IO project outlined 
above could serve as a positive example in this regard.

•  Publish measurement data and regularly communicate 
developments to citizens. This will encourage more engage-
ment and trust. Poor reporting on what happens with collected 
data discourages people from partaking in any kind of feedback 
collection and fosters the suspicion that user opinions are not 
taken seriously. Moreover, Serbia should take lessons from more 
experienced governments about communicating project devel-
opments to the public in simple and plain language, using the 
“we” pronoun to show ownership and commitment.

•  Encourage continuous institutional learning on how to 
design services together with citizens. Applying new meth-
ods, such as design thinking, might require di�erent skills and 
roles in the administration. Given limited human resources and 
the cost of time-consuming trainings, service providers should 
consider working with experts from outside the public sector. 
Countries such as Germany, France, and the US have provided 
fellowships for talented technology professionals to partner 
with civil servants in tackling service delivery issues.22 Such 
opportunities should be exploited to the fullest in Serbia as 
well. 

Service design professionals state that “users are often the best 
‘experts’ in the administrative procedure they are going 
through.”23 While public administrations observe people’s 
requests as mere formal proceedings, users care deeply about 
their important life events. Users are also the only ones with a 
complete picture of the whole journey, as opposed to adminis-
trators, who see the provision of a public service as a sum of 
procedural steps. Therefore, the way in which Serbia’s public 
administration thinks about developing and delivering services 
should shift, implementing concepts of design thinking. Putting 
citizens’ needs at the forefront when planning services can 
provide data and solutions to be tested through regular 
feedback collection from real users. In turn, this can foster learn-
ing by doing and can reduce risks or inconsistencies. It can also 
save costs, avoiding spending time and money on projects that 
will have low user acceptance. Finally, designing services 
together with people will not only bene�t service users, but will 
also help the government to learn about its own performance in 
service delivery.  

With citizens, not only for them 
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The Serbian Government has made e�orts to improve both 
analogue and digital service delivery to its citizens through a 
host of legal and practical measures. Monitoring reports by 
international actors such as SIGMA/OECD and the European 
Commission, aimed at assessing Serbia’s reform progress in 
the framework of the EU accession negotiations, have 
commended these initiatives.1  

Nevertheless, Serbia’s public service providers make decisions 
with little knowledge of people’s preferences. Users are almost 
by default uninvolved in the design of such services, which 
risks leading to ine�ective solutions. Moreover, the unsystem-
atic measuring of user experience, combined with old-fash-
ioned tools such as satisfaction surveys, widens the gap 
between policy intentions and outcomes. With little aware-
ness of the importance of taking a user-centric approach, the 
government is squandering its resources.

Big e�orts, little progress

ecently adopted legislation has brought about many 
improvements in the service delivery framework. As a 
result of the introduction of the “once only” principle,2 

for example, Serbian citizens dealing with the administration 
no longer need to submit documents already kept in the state 
records.3 In another example, the Government Service Bus 
interconnects more than 20 o�cial datasets on the popula-
tion4, thus facilitating data exchange among public adminis-
tration bodies. Additionally, the launch of cloud-based digital 
signatures5 has the potential to stimulate greater use of e-ser-
vices and to enable citizens to access them via mobile devices. 
Boosting fully digital services (for example, registering a 
company can be completed online) and allowing for e-pay-
ments reiterates the government’s expressed commitment to 
advance citizen-oriented service delivery and to reduce 
administrative burdens.
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Such achievements are partly due to political backing, above 
all from the incumbent Prime Minister, whose 2017 exposé6  
articulated �rm support for digitalisation. She also encourages 
innovation and openly advocates for cutting red tape. 

These developments have created political momentum for 
service transformation in Serbia, but there remains a challenge 
of how to translate political will into tangible results at the 
level of individual authorities that deliver services to citizens. 
Although many new initiatives are underway, involvement of 
citizens remains minimal.7 Feedback mechanisms boil down to 
sporadic satisfaction surveys that individual institutions use 
unsystematically and with poor reporting on whether and 
how �ndings impact the advancement of service provision. 
Consequently, public authorities are often unaware of the real 
preferences and experiences of the people they serve.

To avoid that existing e�orts eventually lead to unsatisfactory 
results, Serbia’s administration needs to shift from its current 
“business as usual” approach towards a true commitment to 
proactive engagement with its people. The country could look 
for inspiration to other governments, like Italy, the UK, or 
France (with examples outlined later on in the text), which 
design services with their citizens, instead of only for them.

The (not so) citizen-centred services 

raditional administrations design public services 
based on mere assumptions of users’ preferences, 
often with an outsourced company, with little to no 

background research on how real people use them. In 
practice, misunderstanding the full “user journey”8 has result-
ed in failed projects and products, wasting procurement, skills, 
time, and money. The US and Canada o�er some instructive 
examples in this regard.9 The same goes for Germany, where ID 
cards have allowed access to digital administrative services 
since 2010, but hardly any German citizen relies on this feature 
in their interaction with the administration (similar to the 
situation in Serbia), largely because it has until recently 
required a special card reader that was inconvenient to use.10  

Figure 1. Traditional v. modern design of public services. Based on Australian 
Government, Digital Transformation Agency, "Getting started with the service 
design and delivery process"  https://bit.ly/2UQ1uSX 

One major contributor to the unsuccessful design of services 
is the government’s low awareness of the importance of 
“design thinking.” Emerging from the private sector, this 
approach attempts to challenge traditional policymaking by 
drawing on di�erent backgrounds (such as behavioural 
sciences or architecture) to frame the policy problem early 
and correctly as a precondition to all other policy cycle 
stages.11 This method collects predominantly qualitative data 
on diversi�ed users’ experiences, in order to create an 
empathic understanding of their personal stories, which is 
then followed by a cost-e�cient and rapid prototyping of 
ideas that re�ect the identi�ed needs.12 An important charac-
teristic of this method is co-creation: repetitive feedback 
collection from actual users to make adjustments after each 
iteration. The processes of traditional versus modern service 
design are illustrated in Figure 1.

The following sections argue that there is a tendency in Serbia 
to follow the traditional approach: services are developed 
without a sense of end-users’ needs or preferences, which 
a�ects their popularity and usability. Investments in such 
projects have uncertain outcomes, as illustrated in the text 
below.

The unsystematic approach to measuring user experience

Serbian ministries and other agencies lack a comprehensive 
and realistic picture of citizens’ needs. Many service providers 
do not collect fundamental data (such as transaction 
volumes, satisfaction rates, complaints, or digital take-up 
rates), important in informing service design.13 With no 
assessment of users’ experiences, the Ministry of Interior, for 
example, is unaware of people’s opinions on the most 
frequently used public services, such as renewing ID cards, 
passports, or driving licences. The absence of systematic 
collection and processing of user feedback results in separate 
and disconnected initiatives that fail to reveal the govern-
ment’s overall performance in service delivery. 

Without a central monitoring scheme or agency to take a “bird’s 
eye view” on the issue, some institutions (like the Tax Adminis-
tration) are forced to perform their own satisfaction surveys 
that, depending on available funds, are often done on an ad-hoc 
basis. These surveys are also used to measure satisfaction after 
the service has been fully designed, leaving little space for 
adjustment. 

There are also other problems with using surveys to inform 
decisionmaking. This tool fails to showcase real people’s stories 
and to provide in-depth insight beyond mere statistics.14 
Government survey data, even if based on a representative 
sample, often cannot capture the challenges faced by speci�c 
groups of society, such as asylum seekers, the homeless, people 
with disabilities, minorities, and others. A Roma mother without 
ID, for example, was unable to register her newborn through the 
government’s “e-baby” project,15 a free digital service meant to 
simplify bureaucratic procedures for new parents (including 
registering the baby’s name, residence, health insurance and 
citizenship) while in the maternity ward. Agencies, therefore, 
lack an empathetic approach – the �rst step towards carefully 
tailored services. 

HOW ITALY ENGAGES CITIZENS IN SERVICE DESIGN

In Italy, the IO project will allow citizens to access and pay for 
digital services, communicate with the administration, and store 
personal documents in a mobile app. To this end, the govern-
ment tracked citizen-administration interactions and prioritized 
the most frequently used services to integrate within the app. 
They then prototyped the application with a small number of 
ordinary citizens using the “talk aloud” technique: loudly 
commenting on every action taken and doubt/di�culty 
encountered. A new (alpha) version was installed on the smart-
phones of 100 politicians and public authority representatives, 
to simulate the application for 15 days. Afterwards, a few 
thousand citizens were invited to use the beta version to access 
real services and gain a sense of the service usability. Each 
iteration was followed by adjustments and improvement. All of 
the code, documents, tools and discussion used throughout the 
project were published online. 

Digital Transformation Team, "IO, the project to develop the 
public services app" https://io.italia.it/en/

Finally, designers can hardly rely on what people say they would 
do; in practice, what they actually do can be quite di�erent. 
Therefore, inviting people to test prototypes of new services, for 
instance, is a more useful tool than standard surveying, as it 
results in more realistic data gathered by observing behaviour 
instead of asking opinions.

These examples show that Serbian authorities are still unaware 
of how systematic focus on user engagement in the early stages 
of a project and using more advanced techniques, such as the 
one mentioned above, can help improve service quality. In other 
words, the government does not employ evidence-based 
service design, and citizens bear the burden.

Good intentions – low transaction volumes

Digital services in Serbia are underused in practice because 
they are not user-friendly. A recent independent monitoring 
report showed that although 70% of citizens are aware of the 
government’s digitalization e�orts, only a small number of 
citizens report using e-services.16 In fact, as few as 11% of 
Serbia’s population is registered on the eGovernment Portal, a 
single point for citizens to access government services 
online.17 The portal is hard to navigate, unsuitable for mobile 
devices, uses overly-bureaucratic language, and contains 
outdated links. It also does not actively consider the citizens’ 
whole journey through the process of obtaining services from 
the �rst to the last step. Additionally, to access the current 
e-services, users need a digital certi�cate (signature), which 
only 5% of citizens had in 2017.18 The physical devices that 
carry the certi�cate (chipped ID cards, �ash drives, CD’s, and so 
on) are outdated and inconvenient for use, while some require 
special readers and software. A recent study of �ve sample 
public services19 revealed that citizen-friendly guidance on 
how to obtain services is lacking, with little to no audio/visual 
assistance and widespread use of bureaucratic language.20 
This leads to a gross mismatch between policy intentions and 
outcomes. Findings indicate that when designers do not 
collaborate with their target audience, deliverables tend to be 
of little purpose and hardly ever used.

Findings of the WeBER public opinion survey conducted in April 2018. This 
question was answered by citizens who were aware of e-services (N=409). Due to 
rounding, percentages may not always appear to add up to 100%.

“GOOD FOR USERS, GOOD FOR GOVERNMENT” - THE UK’S 
CITIZEN JOURNEY MAPPING

The UK government has helped citizens to navigate the 
process of seeking public service at the GOV.UK web page. The 
development team piloted their approach on getting a driver’s 
license, by creating a step-by-step journey, from checking 
eligibility for driving to after passing the exam, showing a clear 
order of activities with links provided to external sources. 
Afterwards, feedback was collected and processed, informing 
whether the approach was right and how to do the same with 
other (potentially more complex) services. The team has 
expressed a strong commitment to understand and to accom-
modate the needs of service seekers, hoping that such an 
approach will also help the government to grasp its perfor-
mance in service delivery.

GOV.UK, Kate Ivey-Williams and Sam Dub, “Building 
end-to-end services into GOV.UK, “ 30 November 2017, 
https://bit.ly/2lXXyip

“PUT YOURSELF IN THE USERS’ SHOES” - THE FRENCH 
ADMINISTRATION APPROACH

The French government has worked to put service designers in 
the perspective of the users. Based on 6,000 telephone 
interviews, the team identi�ed the three most important life 
events for French citizens. They further surveyed those a�ect-
ed by a particular life event in the last two years and set up a 
panel with 5,000 users to share their opinions and report 
experiences in dealing with the administration. This enabled 
the government to map the entire user journey and to under-
stand dissatisfactions and expectations for improvement, 
which lead to the redesigning and testing of innovative 
solutions. Finally, the government created a service barometer 
to communicate measures on improving public services to the 
public and to report on satisfaction rates.

Secrétariat général pour la modernisation de l'action publique 
“Mapping the user’s journey to improve service to the public,” 
SGMAP’s books, https://bit.ly/2WFENS0.

Big investments with uncertain outcomes

The government has invested human and �nancial resources 
in the development of service delivery projects without 
planning ways to ensure good outcomes. As a means of 
improving administrative services on the local level, the Minis-
try of Public Administration and Local Self-Government has 
launched two calls to incentivise municipalities to pilot physi-
cal one-stop shops and to help speed up digitalisation in local 
self-government to modernise local service delivery to 
citizens. While more than €400,000 has been allocated for each 
call, testing user experience was not part of the formal require-
ments of the call.21 Additionally, a project on how to simplify 
vehicle ownership exchange for citizens resulted in a compre-
hensive research study, and managed to make key agencies 
reach an agreement on how to simplify the procedure, but the 
initiative ended without any action. 

Using resources without users in mind (as in the case of the 
two public calls), and without a strong commitment to 
introduce changes based on results (as in the case of the 
vehicle ownership exchange initiative), challenges the reform 
goals of a citizen-oriented public administration. This is 
especially important considering that budgetary funds for 
government projects often come from taxpayers. Although 
design thinking is no guarantee that a �nal important consid-
ering that budgetary funds for government projects often 
come from taxpayers. Although design thinking is no guaran-
tee that a �nal outcome will be successful, small advanced 
investments to test assumptions reduce the risk of wasting a 
whole project’s budget on a product that  outcome will be 
successful, small advanced investments to test assumptions 
reduce the risk of wasting a whole project’s budget on a 
product that leads to disappointment or does not end up 
being used.

Placing the needs of Serbian citizens in the spotlight 
of service designers – why and how? 

espite stated political and policy aims to improve 
service delivery in Serbia, the government continues to 
discount the role of end users in the design of public 

services. Public servants’ profound and speci�c knowledge 
about the services they provide or design often impedes them 
from placing themselves in the position of an ordinary user. 
Although this issue has been almost completely o� the radar of 
the European Commission in assessing Serbia’s progress in EU 
integration, it impacts the citizens. Without an evidence-based 
approach to designing services (such as collecting qualitative 
information on user experience and testing prototypes with 
real users), projects will not be tailored to the needs of citizens, 
people will be dissatis�ed and deterred from using them, and 
service providers will waste skills and resources on ine�ective 
solutions.
 
To overcome existing shortcomings, the government and 
administrative service providers should: 

•  Develop and systematically collect service delivery data 
across the whole public sector. A regular and carefully 
planned collection of basic data such as transaction volumes, 
complaints, and user satisfaction rates, for both digital and 
analogue services, will provide a comprehensive picture of the 
government’s performance in service delivery and a solid 
baseline for future planning.

•  Start thinking of the citizen’s entire user journey, from 
the moment a citizen decides to request a service until they 
have completed it. Such a holistic approach will allow the 
designers to envision each step of the way, putting themselves 
in the user’s shoes, and anticipating any potential obstacles. 
International examples should inspire national approaches.
 
•  Engage people in the early stages of development, not 
only after much of the work has been done. Asking people 
for feedback once the bulk of work has been completed limits 
the possibility of �xing problems in practice. Therefore, user 
engagement at the outset provides the best results, informing 
design and any future adjustments based on repetitive 
feedback.
 
•  Test rather than survey, and test with real users. Simply 
asking users to imagine a situation when answering a survey 
might not re�ect what they will actually do when they start 

using a service. Providers of services should therefore apply 
advanced, qualitative techniques of user engagement, such as 
focus groups, to de�ne problems or employ prototype testing 
to collect real experiences. For example, 100 citizens can be 
invited to try a mockup mobile application with basic function-
ality and give their opinion on it. Italy’s IO project outlined 
above could serve as a positive example in this regard.

•  Publish measurement data and regularly communicate 
developments to citizens. This will encourage more engage-
ment and trust. Poor reporting on what happens with collected 
data discourages people from partaking in any kind of feedback 
collection and fosters the suspicion that user opinions are not 
taken seriously. Moreover, Serbia should take lessons from more 
experienced governments about communicating project devel-
opments to the public in simple and plain language, using the 
“we” pronoun to show ownership and commitment.

•  Encourage continuous institutional learning on how to 
design services together with citizens. Applying new meth-
ods, such as design thinking, might require di�erent skills and 
roles in the administration. Given limited human resources and 
the cost of time-consuming trainings, service providers should 
consider working with experts from outside the public sector. 
Countries such as Germany, France, and the US have provided 
fellowships for talented technology professionals to partner 
with civil servants in tackling service delivery issues.22 Such 
opportunities should be exploited to the fullest in Serbia as 
well. 

Service design professionals state that “users are often the best 
‘experts’ in the administrative procedure they are going 
through.”23 While public administrations observe people’s 
requests as mere formal proceedings, users care deeply about 
their important life events. Users are also the only ones with a 
complete picture of the whole journey, as opposed to adminis-
trators, who see the provision of a public service as a sum of 
procedural steps. Therefore, the way in which Serbia’s public 
administration thinks about developing and delivering services 
should shift, implementing concepts of design thinking. Putting 
citizens’ needs at the forefront when planning services can 
provide data and solutions to be tested through regular 
feedback collection from real users. In turn, this can foster learn-
ing by doing and can reduce risks or inconsistencies. It can also 
save costs, avoiding spending time and money on projects that 
will have low user acceptance. Finally, designing services 
together with people will not only bene�t service users, but will 
also help the government to learn about its own performance in 
service delivery.  

11. Lorenzo Allio. 2014. Design Thinking for Public Service Excellence. UNDP Global Centre for Public Service Excellence Singapore, p.4, https://bit.ly/2Do14s7. 
12. Jeanne Liedtka and Salzman Randall. 2018. Applying Design Thinking for Public Service Delivery. IBM Center for The Business of Government, Washington, p.5, https://bit.ly/2Gx8wBO 
13. SIGMA. 2017. Monitoring Report: The Principles of Public Administration, Serbia. p.108. https://bit.ly/2zbLv4U. 
14. A sample user satisfaction survey is available at the web page of Tax Administration, section “Contact, Contact Centre, Survey,” https://bit.ly/2Zjzsge. 
15.  NGO Praxis. 2018. Ogromni bolnički troškovi za porodilje bez dokumenata (Huge hospital expenses for mothers without personal documents). Praxis.org.ors, August 17, 2018. 
https://bit.ly/2L1ZfCe. 



The Serbian Government has made e�orts to improve both 
analogue and digital service delivery to its citizens through a 
host of legal and practical measures. Monitoring reports by 
international actors such as SIGMA/OECD and the European 
Commission, aimed at assessing Serbia’s reform progress in 
the framework of the EU accession negotiations, have 
commended these initiatives.1  

Nevertheless, Serbia’s public service providers make decisions 
with little knowledge of people’s preferences. Users are almost 
by default uninvolved in the design of such services, which 
risks leading to ine�ective solutions. Moreover, the unsystem-
atic measuring of user experience, combined with old-fash-
ioned tools such as satisfaction surveys, widens the gap 
between policy intentions and outcomes. With little aware-
ness of the importance of taking a user-centric approach, the 
government is squandering its resources.

Big e�orts, little progress

ecently adopted legislation has brought about many 
improvements in the service delivery framework. As a 
result of the introduction of the “once only” principle,2 

for example, Serbian citizens dealing with the administration 
no longer need to submit documents already kept in the state 
records.3 In another example, the Government Service Bus 
interconnects more than 20 o�cial datasets on the popula-
tion4, thus facilitating data exchange among public adminis-
tration bodies. Additionally, the launch of cloud-based digital 
signatures5 has the potential to stimulate greater use of e-ser-
vices and to enable citizens to access them via mobile devices. 
Boosting fully digital services (for example, registering a 
company can be completed online) and allowing for e-pay-
ments reiterates the government’s expressed commitment to 
advance citizen-oriented service delivery and to reduce 
administrative burdens.
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Such achievements are partly due to political backing, above 
all from the incumbent Prime Minister, whose 2017 exposé6  
articulated �rm support for digitalisation. She also encourages 
innovation and openly advocates for cutting red tape. 

These developments have created political momentum for 
service transformation in Serbia, but there remains a challenge 
of how to translate political will into tangible results at the 
level of individual authorities that deliver services to citizens. 
Although many new initiatives are underway, involvement of 
citizens remains minimal.7 Feedback mechanisms boil down to 
sporadic satisfaction surveys that individual institutions use 
unsystematically and with poor reporting on whether and 
how �ndings impact the advancement of service provision. 
Consequently, public authorities are often unaware of the real 
preferences and experiences of the people they serve.

To avoid that existing e�orts eventually lead to unsatisfactory 
results, Serbia’s administration needs to shift from its current 
“business as usual” approach towards a true commitment to 
proactive engagement with its people. The country could look 
for inspiration to other governments, like Italy, the UK, or 
France (with examples outlined later on in the text), which 
design services with their citizens, instead of only for them.

The (not so) citizen-centred services 

raditional administrations design public services 
based on mere assumptions of users’ preferences, 
often with an outsourced company, with little to no 

background research on how real people use them. In 
practice, misunderstanding the full “user journey”8 has result-
ed in failed projects and products, wasting procurement, skills, 
time, and money. The US and Canada o�er some instructive 
examples in this regard.9 The same goes for Germany, where ID 
cards have allowed access to digital administrative services 
since 2010, but hardly any German citizen relies on this feature 
in their interaction with the administration (similar to the 
situation in Serbia), largely because it has until recently 
required a special card reader that was inconvenient to use.10  

Figure 1. Traditional v. modern design of public services. Based on Australian 
Government, Digital Transformation Agency, "Getting started with the service 
design and delivery process"  https://bit.ly/2UQ1uSX 

One major contributor to the unsuccessful design of services 
is the government’s low awareness of the importance of 
“design thinking.” Emerging from the private sector, this 
approach attempts to challenge traditional policymaking by 
drawing on di�erent backgrounds (such as behavioural 
sciences or architecture) to frame the policy problem early 
and correctly as a precondition to all other policy cycle 
stages.11 This method collects predominantly qualitative data 
on diversi�ed users’ experiences, in order to create an 
empathic understanding of their personal stories, which is 
then followed by a cost-e�cient and rapid prototyping of 
ideas that re�ect the identi�ed needs.12 An important charac-
teristic of this method is co-creation: repetitive feedback 
collection from actual users to make adjustments after each 
iteration. The processes of traditional versus modern service 
design are illustrated in Figure 1.

The following sections argue that there is a tendency in Serbia 
to follow the traditional approach: services are developed 
without a sense of end-users’ needs or preferences, which 
a�ects their popularity and usability. Investments in such 
projects have uncertain outcomes, as illustrated in the text 
below.

The unsystematic approach to measuring user experience

Serbian ministries and other agencies lack a comprehensive 
and realistic picture of citizens’ needs. Many service providers 
do not collect fundamental data (such as transaction 
volumes, satisfaction rates, complaints, or digital take-up 
rates), important in informing service design.13 With no 
assessment of users’ experiences, the Ministry of Interior, for 
example, is unaware of people’s opinions on the most 
frequently used public services, such as renewing ID cards, 
passports, or driving licences. The absence of systematic 
collection and processing of user feedback results in separate 
and disconnected initiatives that fail to reveal the govern-
ment’s overall performance in service delivery. 

Without a central monitoring scheme or agency to take a “bird’s 
eye view” on the issue, some institutions (like the Tax Adminis-
tration) are forced to perform their own satisfaction surveys 
that, depending on available funds, are often done on an ad-hoc 
basis. These surveys are also used to measure satisfaction after 
the service has been fully designed, leaving little space for 
adjustment. 

There are also other problems with using surveys to inform 
decisionmaking. This tool fails to showcase real people’s stories 
and to provide in-depth insight beyond mere statistics.14 
Government survey data, even if based on a representative 
sample, often cannot capture the challenges faced by speci�c 
groups of society, such as asylum seekers, the homeless, people 
with disabilities, minorities, and others. A Roma mother without 
ID, for example, was unable to register her newborn through the 
government’s “e-baby” project,15 a free digital service meant to 
simplify bureaucratic procedures for new parents (including 
registering the baby’s name, residence, health insurance and 
citizenship) while in the maternity ward. Agencies, therefore, 
lack an empathetic approach – the �rst step towards carefully 
tailored services. 

HOW ITALY ENGAGES CITIZENS IN SERVICE DESIGN

In Italy, the IO project will allow citizens to access and pay for 
digital services, communicate with the administration, and store 
personal documents in a mobile app. To this end, the govern-
ment tracked citizen-administration interactions and prioritized 
the most frequently used services to integrate within the app. 
They then prototyped the application with a small number of 
ordinary citizens using the “talk aloud” technique: loudly 
commenting on every action taken and doubt/di�culty 
encountered. A new (alpha) version was installed on the smart-
phones of 100 politicians and public authority representatives, 
to simulate the application for 15 days. Afterwards, a few 
thousand citizens were invited to use the beta version to access 
real services and gain a sense of the service usability. Each 
iteration was followed by adjustments and improvement. All of 
the code, documents, tools and discussion used throughout the 
project were published online. 

Digital Transformation Team, "IO, the project to develop the 
public services app" https://io.italia.it/en/

Finally, designers can hardly rely on what people say they would 
do; in practice, what they actually do can be quite di�erent. 
Therefore, inviting people to test prototypes of new services, for 
instance, is a more useful tool than standard surveying, as it 
results in more realistic data gathered by observing behaviour 
instead of asking opinions.

These examples show that Serbian authorities are still unaware 
of how systematic focus on user engagement in the early stages 
of a project and using more advanced techniques, such as the 
one mentioned above, can help improve service quality. In other 
words, the government does not employ evidence-based 
service design, and citizens bear the burden.

Good intentions – low transaction volumes

Digital services in Serbia are underused in practice because 
they are not user-friendly. A recent independent monitoring 
report showed that although 70% of citizens are aware of the 
government’s digitalization e�orts, only a small number of 
citizens report using e-services.16 In fact, as few as 11% of 
Serbia’s population is registered on the eGovernment Portal, a 
single point for citizens to access government services 
online.17 The portal is hard to navigate, unsuitable for mobile 
devices, uses overly-bureaucratic language, and contains 
outdated links. It also does not actively consider the citizens’ 
whole journey through the process of obtaining services from 
the �rst to the last step. Additionally, to access the current 
e-services, users need a digital certi�cate (signature), which 
only 5% of citizens had in 2017.18 The physical devices that 
carry the certi�cate (chipped ID cards, �ash drives, CD’s, and so 
on) are outdated and inconvenient for use, while some require 
special readers and software. A recent study of �ve sample 
public services19 revealed that citizen-friendly guidance on 
how to obtain services is lacking, with little to no audio/visual 
assistance and widespread use of bureaucratic language.20 
This leads to a gross mismatch between policy intentions and 
outcomes. Findings indicate that when designers do not 
collaborate with their target audience, deliverables tend to be 
of little purpose and hardly ever used.

Findings of the WeBER public opinion survey conducted in April 2018. This 
question was answered by citizens who were aware of e-services (N=409). Due to 
rounding, percentages may not always appear to add up to 100%.

“GOOD FOR USERS, GOOD FOR GOVERNMENT” - THE UK’S 
CITIZEN JOURNEY MAPPING

The UK government has helped citizens to navigate the 
process of seeking public service at the GOV.UK web page. The 
development team piloted their approach on getting a driver’s 
license, by creating a step-by-step journey, from checking 
eligibility for driving to after passing the exam, showing a clear 
order of activities with links provided to external sources. 
Afterwards, feedback was collected and processed, informing 
whether the approach was right and how to do the same with 
other (potentially more complex) services. The team has 
expressed a strong commitment to understand and to accom-
modate the needs of service seekers, hoping that such an 
approach will also help the government to grasp its perfor-
mance in service delivery.

GOV.UK, Kate Ivey-Williams and Sam Dub, “Building 
end-to-end services into GOV.UK, “ 30 November 2017, 
https://bit.ly/2lXXyip

“PUT YOURSELF IN THE USERS’ SHOES” - THE FRENCH 
ADMINISTRATION APPROACH

The French government has worked to put service designers in 
the perspective of the users. Based on 6,000 telephone 
interviews, the team identi�ed the three most important life 
events for French citizens. They further surveyed those a�ect-
ed by a particular life event in the last two years and set up a 
panel with 5,000 users to share their opinions and report 
experiences in dealing with the administration. This enabled 
the government to map the entire user journey and to under-
stand dissatisfactions and expectations for improvement, 
which lead to the redesigning and testing of innovative 
solutions. Finally, the government created a service barometer 
to communicate measures on improving public services to the 
public and to report on satisfaction rates.

Secrétariat général pour la modernisation de l'action publique 
“Mapping the user’s journey to improve service to the public,” 
SGMAP’s books, https://bit.ly/2WFENS0.

Big investments with uncertain outcomes

The government has invested human and �nancial resources 
in the development of service delivery projects without 
planning ways to ensure good outcomes. As a means of 
improving administrative services on the local level, the Minis-
try of Public Administration and Local Self-Government has 
launched two calls to incentivise municipalities to pilot physi-
cal one-stop shops and to help speed up digitalisation in local 
self-government to modernise local service delivery to 
citizens. While more than €400,000 has been allocated for each 
call, testing user experience was not part of the formal require-
ments of the call.21 Additionally, a project on how to simplify 
vehicle ownership exchange for citizens resulted in a compre-
hensive research study, and managed to make key agencies 
reach an agreement on how to simplify the procedure, but the 
initiative ended without any action. 

Using resources without users in mind (as in the case of the 
two public calls), and without a strong commitment to 
introduce changes based on results (as in the case of the 
vehicle ownership exchange initiative), challenges the reform 
goals of a citizen-oriented public administration. This is 
especially important considering that budgetary funds for 
government projects often come from taxpayers. Although 
design thinking is no guarantee that a �nal important consid-
ering that budgetary funds for government projects often 
come from taxpayers. Although design thinking is no guaran-
tee that a �nal outcome will be successful, small advanced 
investments to test assumptions reduce the risk of wasting a 
whole project’s budget on a product that  outcome will be 
successful, small advanced investments to test assumptions 
reduce the risk of wasting a whole project’s budget on a 
product that leads to disappointment or does not end up 
being used.

Placing the needs of Serbian citizens in the spotlight 
of service designers – why and how? 

espite stated political and policy aims to improve 
service delivery in Serbia, the government continues to 
discount the role of end users in the design of public 

services. Public servants’ profound and speci�c knowledge 
about the services they provide or design often impedes them 
from placing themselves in the position of an ordinary user. 
Although this issue has been almost completely o� the radar of 
the European Commission in assessing Serbia’s progress in EU 
integration, it impacts the citizens. Without an evidence-based 
approach to designing services (such as collecting qualitative 
information on user experience and testing prototypes with 
real users), projects will not be tailored to the needs of citizens, 
people will be dissatis�ed and deterred from using them, and 
service providers will waste skills and resources on ine�ective 
solutions.
 
To overcome existing shortcomings, the government and 
administrative service providers should: 

•  Develop and systematically collect service delivery data 
across the whole public sector. A regular and carefully 
planned collection of basic data such as transaction volumes, 
complaints, and user satisfaction rates, for both digital and 
analogue services, will provide a comprehensive picture of the 
government’s performance in service delivery and a solid 
baseline for future planning.

•  Start thinking of the citizen’s entire user journey, from 
the moment a citizen decides to request a service until they 
have completed it. Such a holistic approach will allow the 
designers to envision each step of the way, putting themselves 
in the user’s shoes, and anticipating any potential obstacles. 
International examples should inspire national approaches.
 
•  Engage people in the early stages of development, not 
only after much of the work has been done. Asking people 
for feedback once the bulk of work has been completed limits 
the possibility of �xing problems in practice. Therefore, user 
engagement at the outset provides the best results, informing 
design and any future adjustments based on repetitive 
feedback.
 
•  Test rather than survey, and test with real users. Simply 
asking users to imagine a situation when answering a survey 
might not re�ect what they will actually do when they start 

16. Miloš Đinđić and Dragana Bajić. 2018. National PAR Monitor Serbia 2017/2018. European Policy Centre (CEP), Belgrade, p. 115, https://bit.ly/2J3z5TO. 
17. SIGMA Monitoring report 2019, op. cit. p. 47. 
18.  European Commission. 2019. Serbia 2019 Report, SWD(2019) 219 �nal. Brussels, p. 12, https://bit.ly/2HHYks7. 
19. 1) Property registration, 2) company (business) registration 3) vehicle registration 4) issuing of personal documents: passports and ID cards 5) value added tax (VAT) for 
companies.
20. Đinđić and Bajić. 2018, op. cit.
21. Ministry of Public Administration and Local Self Government, Public call for local self-government to apply for the ministry’s pilot project – single administrative point. 12 October 
2018, https://bit.ly/2NlVxYI. Ministry of Public Administration and Local Self Government, Public call for local self-government to apply for allocation of part of budget funds for local 
self-government programme, 13 March 2019,  https://bit.ly/2TBVM6p.  

using a service. Providers of services should therefore apply 
advanced, qualitative techniques of user engagement, such as 
focus groups, to de�ne problems or employ prototype testing 
to collect real experiences. For example, 100 citizens can be 
invited to try a mockup mobile application with basic function-
ality and give their opinion on it. Italy’s IO project outlined 
above could serve as a positive example in this regard.

•  Publish measurement data and regularly communicate 
developments to citizens. This will encourage more engage-
ment and trust. Poor reporting on what happens with collected 
data discourages people from partaking in any kind of feedback 
collection and fosters the suspicion that user opinions are not 
taken seriously. Moreover, Serbia should take lessons from more 
experienced governments about communicating project devel-
opments to the public in simple and plain language, using the 
“we” pronoun to show ownership and commitment.

•  Encourage continuous institutional learning on how to 
design services together with citizens. Applying new meth-
ods, such as design thinking, might require di�erent skills and 
roles in the administration. Given limited human resources and 
the cost of time-consuming trainings, service providers should 
consider working with experts from outside the public sector. 
Countries such as Germany, France, and the US have provided 
fellowships for talented technology professionals to partner 
with civil servants in tackling service delivery issues.22 Such 
opportunities should be exploited to the fullest in Serbia as 
well. 

Service design professionals state that “users are often the best 
‘experts’ in the administrative procedure they are going 
through.”23 While public administrations observe people’s 
requests as mere formal proceedings, users care deeply about 
their important life events. Users are also the only ones with a 
complete picture of the whole journey, as opposed to adminis-
trators, who see the provision of a public service as a sum of 
procedural steps. Therefore, the way in which Serbia’s public 
administration thinks about developing and delivering services 
should shift, implementing concepts of design thinking. Putting 
citizens’ needs at the forefront when planning services can 
provide data and solutions to be tested through regular 
feedback collection from real users. In turn, this can foster learn-
ing by doing and can reduce risks or inconsistencies. It can also 
save costs, avoiding spending time and money on projects that 
will have low user acceptance. Finally, designing services 
together with people will not only bene�t service users, but will 
also help the government to learn about its own performance in 
service delivery.  
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Never Rarely Some�mes O�en

Thinking about the past two years, how often 
have you used e-services of the administration?  



The Serbian Government has made e�orts to improve both 
analogue and digital service delivery to its citizens through a 
host of legal and practical measures. Monitoring reports by 
international actors such as SIGMA/OECD and the European 
Commission, aimed at assessing Serbia’s reform progress in 
the framework of the EU accession negotiations, have 
commended these initiatives.1  

Nevertheless, Serbia’s public service providers make decisions 
with little knowledge of people’s preferences. Users are almost 
by default uninvolved in the design of such services, which 
risks leading to ine�ective solutions. Moreover, the unsystem-
atic measuring of user experience, combined with old-fash-
ioned tools such as satisfaction surveys, widens the gap 
between policy intentions and outcomes. With little aware-
ness of the importance of taking a user-centric approach, the 
government is squandering its resources.

Big e�orts, little progress

ecently adopted legislation has brought about many 
improvements in the service delivery framework. As a 
result of the introduction of the “once only” principle,2 

for example, Serbian citizens dealing with the administration 
no longer need to submit documents already kept in the state 
records.3 In another example, the Government Service Bus 
interconnects more than 20 o�cial datasets on the popula-
tion4, thus facilitating data exchange among public adminis-
tration bodies. Additionally, the launch of cloud-based digital 
signatures5 has the potential to stimulate greater use of e-ser-
vices and to enable citizens to access them via mobile devices. 
Boosting fully digital services (for example, registering a 
company can be completed online) and allowing for e-pay-
ments reiterates the government’s expressed commitment to 
advance citizen-oriented service delivery and to reduce 
administrative burdens.
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Such achievements are partly due to political backing, above 
all from the incumbent Prime Minister, whose 2017 exposé6  
articulated �rm support for digitalisation. She also encourages 
innovation and openly advocates for cutting red tape. 

These developments have created political momentum for 
service transformation in Serbia, but there remains a challenge 
of how to translate political will into tangible results at the 
level of individual authorities that deliver services to citizens. 
Although many new initiatives are underway, involvement of 
citizens remains minimal.7 Feedback mechanisms boil down to 
sporadic satisfaction surveys that individual institutions use 
unsystematically and with poor reporting on whether and 
how �ndings impact the advancement of service provision. 
Consequently, public authorities are often unaware of the real 
preferences and experiences of the people they serve.

To avoid that existing e�orts eventually lead to unsatisfactory 
results, Serbia’s administration needs to shift from its current 
“business as usual” approach towards a true commitment to 
proactive engagement with its people. The country could look 
for inspiration to other governments, like Italy, the UK, or 
France (with examples outlined later on in the text), which 
design services with their citizens, instead of only for them.

The (not so) citizen-centred services 

raditional administrations design public services 
based on mere assumptions of users’ preferences, 
often with an outsourced company, with little to no 

background research on how real people use them. In 
practice, misunderstanding the full “user journey”8 has result-
ed in failed projects and products, wasting procurement, skills, 
time, and money. The US and Canada o�er some instructive 
examples in this regard.9 The same goes for Germany, where ID 
cards have allowed access to digital administrative services 
since 2010, but hardly any German citizen relies on this feature 
in their interaction with the administration (similar to the 
situation in Serbia), largely because it has until recently 
required a special card reader that was inconvenient to use.10  

Figure 1. Traditional v. modern design of public services. Based on Australian 
Government, Digital Transformation Agency, "Getting started with the service 
design and delivery process"  https://bit.ly/2UQ1uSX 

One major contributor to the unsuccessful design of services 
is the government’s low awareness of the importance of 
“design thinking.” Emerging from the private sector, this 
approach attempts to challenge traditional policymaking by 
drawing on di�erent backgrounds (such as behavioural 
sciences or architecture) to frame the policy problem early 
and correctly as a precondition to all other policy cycle 
stages.11 This method collects predominantly qualitative data 
on diversi�ed users’ experiences, in order to create an 
empathic understanding of their personal stories, which is 
then followed by a cost-e�cient and rapid prototyping of 
ideas that re�ect the identi�ed needs.12 An important charac-
teristic of this method is co-creation: repetitive feedback 
collection from actual users to make adjustments after each 
iteration. The processes of traditional versus modern service 
design are illustrated in Figure 1.

The following sections argue that there is a tendency in Serbia 
to follow the traditional approach: services are developed 
without a sense of end-users’ needs or preferences, which 
a�ects their popularity and usability. Investments in such 
projects have uncertain outcomes, as illustrated in the text 
below.

The unsystematic approach to measuring user experience

Serbian ministries and other agencies lack a comprehensive 
and realistic picture of citizens’ needs. Many service providers 
do not collect fundamental data (such as transaction 
volumes, satisfaction rates, complaints, or digital take-up 
rates), important in informing service design.13 With no 
assessment of users’ experiences, the Ministry of Interior, for 
example, is unaware of people’s opinions on the most 
frequently used public services, such as renewing ID cards, 
passports, or driving licences. The absence of systematic 
collection and processing of user feedback results in separate 
and disconnected initiatives that fail to reveal the govern-
ment’s overall performance in service delivery. 

Without a central monitoring scheme or agency to take a “bird’s 
eye view” on the issue, some institutions (like the Tax Adminis-
tration) are forced to perform their own satisfaction surveys 
that, depending on available funds, are often done on an ad-hoc 
basis. These surveys are also used to measure satisfaction after 
the service has been fully designed, leaving little space for 
adjustment. 

There are also other problems with using surveys to inform 
decisionmaking. This tool fails to showcase real people’s stories 
and to provide in-depth insight beyond mere statistics.14 
Government survey data, even if based on a representative 
sample, often cannot capture the challenges faced by speci�c 
groups of society, such as asylum seekers, the homeless, people 
with disabilities, minorities, and others. A Roma mother without 
ID, for example, was unable to register her newborn through the 
government’s “e-baby” project,15 a free digital service meant to 
simplify bureaucratic procedures for new parents (including 
registering the baby’s name, residence, health insurance and 
citizenship) while in the maternity ward. Agencies, therefore, 
lack an empathetic approach – the �rst step towards carefully 
tailored services. 

HOW ITALY ENGAGES CITIZENS IN SERVICE DESIGN

In Italy, the IO project will allow citizens to access and pay for 
digital services, communicate with the administration, and store 
personal documents in a mobile app. To this end, the govern-
ment tracked citizen-administration interactions and prioritized 
the most frequently used services to integrate within the app. 
They then prototyped the application with a small number of 
ordinary citizens using the “talk aloud” technique: loudly 
commenting on every action taken and doubt/di�culty 
encountered. A new (alpha) version was installed on the smart-
phones of 100 politicians and public authority representatives, 
to simulate the application for 15 days. Afterwards, a few 
thousand citizens were invited to use the beta version to access 
real services and gain a sense of the service usability. Each 
iteration was followed by adjustments and improvement. All of 
the code, documents, tools and discussion used throughout the 
project were published online. 

Digital Transformation Team, "IO, the project to develop the 
public services app" https://io.italia.it/en/

Finally, designers can hardly rely on what people say they would 
do; in practice, what they actually do can be quite di�erent. 
Therefore, inviting people to test prototypes of new services, for 
instance, is a more useful tool than standard surveying, as it 
results in more realistic data gathered by observing behaviour 
instead of asking opinions.

These examples show that Serbian authorities are still unaware 
of how systematic focus on user engagement in the early stages 
of a project and using more advanced techniques, such as the 
one mentioned above, can help improve service quality. In other 
words, the government does not employ evidence-based 
service design, and citizens bear the burden.

Good intentions – low transaction volumes

Digital services in Serbia are underused in practice because 
they are not user-friendly. A recent independent monitoring 
report showed that although 70% of citizens are aware of the 
government’s digitalization e�orts, only a small number of 
citizens report using e-services.16 In fact, as few as 11% of 
Serbia’s population is registered on the eGovernment Portal, a 
single point for citizens to access government services 
online.17 The portal is hard to navigate, unsuitable for mobile 
devices, uses overly-bureaucratic language, and contains 
outdated links. It also does not actively consider the citizens’ 
whole journey through the process of obtaining services from 
the �rst to the last step. Additionally, to access the current 
e-services, users need a digital certi�cate (signature), which 
only 5% of citizens had in 2017.18 The physical devices that 
carry the certi�cate (chipped ID cards, �ash drives, CD’s, and so 
on) are outdated and inconvenient for use, while some require 
special readers and software. A recent study of �ve sample 
public services19 revealed that citizen-friendly guidance on 
how to obtain services is lacking, with little to no audio/visual 
assistance and widespread use of bureaucratic language.20 
This leads to a gross mismatch between policy intentions and 
outcomes. Findings indicate that when designers do not 
collaborate with their target audience, deliverables tend to be 
of little purpose and hardly ever used.

Findings of the WeBER public opinion survey conducted in April 2018. This 
question was answered by citizens who were aware of e-services (N=409). Due to 
rounding, percentages may not always appear to add up to 100%.

“GOOD FOR USERS, GOOD FOR GOVERNMENT” - THE UK’S 
CITIZEN JOURNEY MAPPING

The UK government has helped citizens to navigate the 
process of seeking public service at the GOV.UK web page. The 
development team piloted their approach on getting a driver’s 
license, by creating a step-by-step journey, from checking 
eligibility for driving to after passing the exam, showing a clear 
order of activities with links provided to external sources. 
Afterwards, feedback was collected and processed, informing 
whether the approach was right and how to do the same with 
other (potentially more complex) services. The team has 
expressed a strong commitment to understand and to accom-
modate the needs of service seekers, hoping that such an 
approach will also help the government to grasp its perfor-
mance in service delivery.

GOV.UK, Kate Ivey-Williams and Sam Dub, “Building 
end-to-end services into GOV.UK, “ 30 November 2017, 
https://bit.ly/2lXXyip

“PUT YOURSELF IN THE USERS’ SHOES” - THE FRENCH 
ADMINISTRATION APPROACH

The French government has worked to put service designers in 
the perspective of the users. Based on 6,000 telephone 
interviews, the team identi�ed the three most important life 
events for French citizens. They further surveyed those a�ect-
ed by a particular life event in the last two years and set up a 
panel with 5,000 users to share their opinions and report 
experiences in dealing with the administration. This enabled 
the government to map the entire user journey and to under-
stand dissatisfactions and expectations for improvement, 
which lead to the redesigning and testing of innovative 
solutions. Finally, the government created a service barometer 
to communicate measures on improving public services to the 
public and to report on satisfaction rates.

Secrétariat général pour la modernisation de l'action publique 
“Mapping the user’s journey to improve service to the public,” 
SGMAP’s books, https://bit.ly/2WFENS0.

Big investments with uncertain outcomes

The government has invested human and �nancial resources 
in the development of service delivery projects without 
planning ways to ensure good outcomes. As a means of 
improving administrative services on the local level, the Minis-
try of Public Administration and Local Self-Government has 
launched two calls to incentivise municipalities to pilot physi-
cal one-stop shops and to help speed up digitalisation in local 
self-government to modernise local service delivery to 
citizens. While more than €400,000 has been allocated for each 
call, testing user experience was not part of the formal require-
ments of the call.21 Additionally, a project on how to simplify 
vehicle ownership exchange for citizens resulted in a compre-
hensive research study, and managed to make key agencies 
reach an agreement on how to simplify the procedure, but the 
initiative ended without any action. 

Using resources without users in mind (as in the case of the 
two public calls), and without a strong commitment to 
introduce changes based on results (as in the case of the 
vehicle ownership exchange initiative), challenges the reform 
goals of a citizen-oriented public administration. This is 
especially important considering that budgetary funds for 
government projects often come from taxpayers. Although 
design thinking is no guarantee that a �nal important consid-
ering that budgetary funds for government projects often 
come from taxpayers. Although design thinking is no guaran-
tee that a �nal outcome will be successful, small advanced 
investments to test assumptions reduce the risk of wasting a 
whole project’s budget on a product that  outcome will be 
successful, small advanced investments to test assumptions 
reduce the risk of wasting a whole project’s budget on a 
product that leads to disappointment or does not end up 
being used.

Placing the needs of Serbian citizens in the spotlight 
of service designers – why and how? 

espite stated political and policy aims to improve 
service delivery in Serbia, the government continues to 
discount the role of end users in the design of public 

services. Public servants’ profound and speci�c knowledge 
about the services they provide or design often impedes them 
from placing themselves in the position of an ordinary user. 
Although this issue has been almost completely o� the radar of 
the European Commission in assessing Serbia’s progress in EU 
integration, it impacts the citizens. Without an evidence-based 
approach to designing services (such as collecting qualitative 
information on user experience and testing prototypes with 
real users), projects will not be tailored to the needs of citizens, 
people will be dissatis�ed and deterred from using them, and 
service providers will waste skills and resources on ine�ective 
solutions.
 
To overcome existing shortcomings, the government and 
administrative service providers should: 

•  Develop and systematically collect service delivery data 
across the whole public sector. A regular and carefully 
planned collection of basic data such as transaction volumes, 
complaints, and user satisfaction rates, for both digital and 
analogue services, will provide a comprehensive picture of the 
government’s performance in service delivery and a solid 
baseline for future planning.

•  Start thinking of the citizen’s entire user journey, from 
the moment a citizen decides to request a service until they 
have completed it. Such a holistic approach will allow the 
designers to envision each step of the way, putting themselves 
in the user’s shoes, and anticipating any potential obstacles. 
International examples should inspire national approaches.
 
•  Engage people in the early stages of development, not 
only after much of the work has been done. Asking people 
for feedback once the bulk of work has been completed limits 
the possibility of �xing problems in practice. Therefore, user 
engagement at the outset provides the best results, informing 
design and any future adjustments based on repetitive 
feedback.
 
•  Test rather than survey, and test with real users. Simply 
asking users to imagine a situation when answering a survey 
might not re�ect what they will actually do when they start 

using a service. Providers of services should therefore apply 
advanced, qualitative techniques of user engagement, such as 
focus groups, to de�ne problems or employ prototype testing 
to collect real experiences. For example, 100 citizens can be 
invited to try a mockup mobile application with basic function-
ality and give their opinion on it. Italy’s IO project outlined 
above could serve as a positive example in this regard.

•  Publish measurement data and regularly communicate 
developments to citizens. This will encourage more engage-
ment and trust. Poor reporting on what happens with collected 
data discourages people from partaking in any kind of feedback 
collection and fosters the suspicion that user opinions are not 
taken seriously. Moreover, Serbia should take lessons from more 
experienced governments about communicating project devel-
opments to the public in simple and plain language, using the 
“we” pronoun to show ownership and commitment.

•  Encourage continuous institutional learning on how to 
design services together with citizens. Applying new meth-
ods, such as design thinking, might require di�erent skills and 
roles in the administration. Given limited human resources and 
the cost of time-consuming trainings, service providers should 
consider working with experts from outside the public sector. 
Countries such as Germany, France, and the US have provided 
fellowships for talented technology professionals to partner 
with civil servants in tackling service delivery issues.22 Such 
opportunities should be exploited to the fullest in Serbia as 
well. 

Service design professionals state that “users are often the best 
‘experts’ in the administrative procedure they are going 
through.”23 While public administrations observe people’s 
requests as mere formal proceedings, users care deeply about 
their important life events. Users are also the only ones with a 
complete picture of the whole journey, as opposed to adminis-
trators, who see the provision of a public service as a sum of 
procedural steps. Therefore, the way in which Serbia’s public 
administration thinks about developing and delivering services 
should shift, implementing concepts of design thinking. Putting 
citizens’ needs at the forefront when planning services can 
provide data and solutions to be tested through regular 
feedback collection from real users. In turn, this can foster learn-
ing by doing and can reduce risks or inconsistencies. It can also 
save costs, avoiding spending time and money on projects that 
will have low user acceptance. Finally, designing services 
together with people will not only bene�t service users, but will 
also help the government to learn about its own performance in 
service delivery.  

CEP Policy Brief

22. Tech4Germany. More information is available at the web page of this initiative https://www.tech4germany.org/en/; Government of France, Digital Transformation Agency, 
“Lancement de Designers d’Intérêt Général : administrations, proposez vos projets d’UX design!” https://bit.ly/31tEKHJ; Code for America. More information is available at the web 
page of this initiative https://www.codeforamerica.org/how.
23.  Secrétariat général pour la modernisation de l'action publique “Mapping the user’s journey to improve service to the public,” SGMAP’s books, https://bit.ly/2WFENS0.
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